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ABSTRACT 
This qualitative research study examined the experiences of students who have 
been academically successful within a large, urban school district, specifically the Boston 
Public School District. The study sought both to uncover specific factors within 
individuals, homes, schools, and communities that promote academic success and to 
capture the experiences and voices of students who have been academically successful in 
their first seven years of formal schooling. 
A three-part series of in-depth interviews of thirteen Boston Public Exam School 
seventh grade students, who also attended the Boston Public Schools for elementary 
school, yielded the primary data for the research study. In addition, interviews with the 
parents of student participants as well as administrators at Boston Latin School offered 
supplementary perspectives. All data were transcribed and analyzed using a three-part 
sequence of developing participant profiles, conducting cross-case comparisons, and 
identifying thematic connections. 
The study yielded five fmdings related to academic success among urban 
students. Family involvement, persistence, reading, use of work strategies, and 
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participation in additional learning opportunities emerged as factors that participants 
claimed have promoted academic success among the student participants. Although the 
individual findings from this research study may each promote some degree of academic 
success on their own, collectively the five factors seem to create a web of support that has 
contributed to the academic success of the students in this study. Many elements of these 
fmdings confirm existing research on academic achievement. A number of implications 
for practice as well as suggestions for future research arise from the findings of this 
study. 
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Researcher's Interest in the Study 
When I taught seventh grade at a Washington, DC charter school, I was struck by 
the large variation in my students' academic skills, motivation, support from home, and 
attitudes towards school. Some students arrived in seventh grade ready to tackle the 
academic challenges that come with middle school and some students spent the entire 
year floundering and never seemed to take off. While I recognized that individual 
differences both in academic skills and in personality traits account for much of this 
variation, I could not help but wonder what other factors helped some students to seek 
and fmd academic success in middle school when many of their peers struggled to pass 
their classes. 
I started to think about the elementary schools that my students had attended; 
most of my students had attended the DC public schools. Certainly the effectiveness and 
strength of particular teachers could play a role in the individual success of students, but 
that couldn't be the entire story. I was left with many questions about my students' 
elementary school experiences. Was it the effectiveness of individual teachers, their 
pedagogy, or the curriculum that helped them to become academically successful? Was 
it a school culture that fostered a sense of belonging and a belief that they were capable 
of success? Was it their peers who influenced their choices both within and outside of 
the classroom? Or was it a combination of all of these factors? 
Then I began to think about my students' families. Was it the factors within their 
homes that helped some students to find academic success in seventh grade? Was it the 
structure of their families or the support they received from caregivers and other family 
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members? Was it the expectations that their parents or guardians set for them? I 
believed that families played a role in this phenomenon, but I was not convinced that 
family support told the whole story. 
Thinking beyond the influence of the family, I began to wonder about the 
influence of my students' neighborhoods and out of school experiences on their academic 
success. Was it their participation in after-school, summer, and other community 
programs where they interacted with other youth and adults who believed in academic 
success? Possibly. Was it their exposure to siblings, cousins, and older adolescents in 
their neighborhoods that helped them to make academic success seem like a reachable 
goal? 
Finally, I began to think about individual motivation and personality 
characteristics. Does academic success hinge upon an individual' s personality as much 
as on all of the external factors on which we focus as educators? Is academic success 
simply the result of one's drive to achieve, which emerges as part of one's personality? 
These questions lingered in my mind as I taught my seventh grade students and 
tried to help them fmd their own paths toward academic success. Through my work in 
education over the past ten years, I have come back to these questions in multiple ways. 
I believe that experiencing academic success can have a profound impact on a 
student's motivation and commitment to learning. Further, I think that students achieve 
academic success when they receive messages that they are capable and worthy of high 
achievement, when they are challenged to work hard, when they see positive results for 
their efforts, and when they receive the necessary support from adults in all areas of their 
2 
lives. It is with these beliefs as well as my lingering questions that I embarked upon this 
research project. 
Twelve months later, with all of the interviews transcribed, the data coded, and 
the research connections drawn, I remain humbled by the thirteen students who shared 
their experiences, dreams, and insights with me. The students I met impressed me with 
their motivation, their energy, and their genuine passion for life, and I am tremendously 
grateful for their participation. Through this work I have gained insight into the factors 
that help urban students achieve academic success, and I share these insights with the 
hope that we may be able to support more children as they endeavor toward academic 
success. 
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Chapter 1: The Research Problem 
Context of the Problem 
The ability to demonstrate competence on a national standardized assessment and 
to earn adequate grades in formal school subjects is used as one of the main measures of 
academic success in American society. Test scores and high school transcripts are often 
used to evaluate students both for college and for other educational opportunities, and, 
increasingly, test scores are used to evaluate the effectiveness of teachers, schools, and 
school systems. Although these metrics are used almost universally to evaluate students, 
in American public education, they only provide a partial view of a student's ability and 
experiences because they offer no insight into the background experiences that lead a 
student to excel or to struggle within the formal American education system. 
Academic success is not merely the result of intellectual capacity and individual 
determination; it is a result of a student's overall educational experience, which includes 
attitudes, behaviors, opportunities, experiences, and attainment in school. Intellectual 
capacity and individual determination certainly contribute to the success or failure of a 
student within the system, but the support systems provided by a student's family, school, 
and community have a strong influence on the ability of a student to thrive academically. 
These factors affect, both directly and indirectly, the academic success of students. 
Therefore, academic success is the result of a complex web of factors within individuals, 
families, communities, and schools. 
Unfortunately, there are a great number of American youth who suffer 
academically because they do not have an adequate balance of all of these less tangible 
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factors. These factors influence the academic success of racial minority and 
economically disadvantaged students and contribute to the disparities in academic 
success along racial and socio-economic lines. Finding ways to improve academic 
success among racial minority and economically disadvantaged students is a challenge 
for American educators. 
American educators, researchers, and policy makers use the term achievement gap 
to label the persistent differences in academic achievement between white students and 
minority (primarily African American and Hispanic) students as well as between 
economically disadvantaged students and their more affluent peers. The achievement gap 
continues to be a significant social, economic, and educational challenge for America 
(Borman & Overman, 2004; Chubb & Loveless, 2002; Evans & Rosenbaum, 2008; 
Haskins & Rouse, 2005; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). Academic achievement 
statistics reveal large disparities in achievement between White students and minority, 
particularly African American and Hispanic, students (V anneman, Hamilton, & Baldwin 
Anderson, 2009). National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) data indicate 
that a large proportion of African American and Hispanic students are about four years 
behind their White peers in academic achievement (Slavin & Madden, 2002). In addition, 
students from low-income homes persistently demonstrate lower rates of academic 
achievement than their peers from more affluent homes. 
The problem of the achievement gap is most pronounced in America's urban 
areas, where the chances of African American men spending time in prison are almost 
twice as high as their chances of earning a college degree (Western, Schiraldi, & 
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Ziedenberg, 2003). African American children are more likely than White children to 
live in low-income homes and neighborhoods (Chubb & Loveless, 2002), which leads to 
a greater probability that economically disadvantaged and African American children will 
suffer from unequal educational opportunities compared to their middle class, White 
peers. In addition, historically both poverty and racial minority status have been 
identified as risk factors for academic failure (Borman & Overman, 2004; Chubb & 
Loveless, 2002; Evans & Rosenbaum, 2008; Haskins & Rouse, 2005; Shannon & 
Bylsma, 2002). Further, economically disadvantaged students are more likely than their 
White and more affluent peers to experience lower expectations at school and fewer 
opportunities to engage with rigorous learning (Shannon & Bylsma, 2002). These 
inequalities, which are inextricably linked to factors outside of school, thwart efforts of 
African Americans as well as economically disadvantaged students to achieve academic 
success. 
The achievement gap does not merely affect African American and economically 
disadvantaged students in the public education system, it affects the nation as a whole. 
Over time, the effects of the achievement gap influence many of the social and economic 
issues that plague the nation, such as poverty, joblessness, disengaged communities, 
crime and incarceration rates (McKinsey, 2009; Slavin & Madden, 2002). Moreover, the 
effect of the achievement gap on American economic performance has been compared to 
a permanent national recession (McKinsey, 2009). The effects of the achievement gap 
reach far beyond America's classrooms, and addressing these issues is important not only 
to America's "educational system but ultimately to our economy, our social stability, and 
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our moral health as a nation" (Evans, 2005, p. 582). 
In today's American society, a high school diploma and, increasingly, a college 
degree have become critical credentials for participation in today' s job market. 
Academic success correlates with high school graduation as well as college attendance 
and completion (Slavin & Madden, 2002). Since these factors relate to success in the job 
market, academic success can often predict an individual's economic stability. Students 
who do not find success in school and therefore do not earn the credentials necessary for 
obtaining jobs unfortunately join a growing American underclass, which is becoming 
disempowered and disengaged from society (Darling-Hammond, 2006). 
Statement of the Problem 
Within a half-century, the children from the groups that are now over represented 
among low achievers will constitute a majority ofthe nation's population and workforce 
(Ferguson, 2005). Therefore, identifying the factors that support academic success for 
economically disadvantaged, minority students in urban school districts is an important 
step towards providing increased support for all students. Much of the literature on the 
racial and socio-economic achievement gap focuses on barriers to academic success as 
well as factors that contribute to academic failure (Lewis, Hancock, & Hill-Jackson, 
2008); however, it is equally important to examine academic success in urban areas. By 
looking at the factors that help some students achieve academic success, educators and 
policy makers can shift their thinking away from the deficit model that focuses on 
barriers to academic success and reorient their thinking towards the support systems and 
factors that promote academic success. Of course, it is still necessary to continue to 
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research the factors that hinder academic success in hopes of finding solutions, but it is 
also necessary to examine how and why certain individuals defy stereotypes to achieve 
academic success in urban school districts. 
Research Questions 
This research study was driven by the following overarching question: 
• What factors contribute to the academic success of students who attend the Boston 
Public School system? 
The following two research questions provided specific opportunities for individuals to 
reflect upon and share their experiences: 
• What do Boston Public Exam School students report as contributing factors to their 
academic success? 
• What do the parents or guardians of Boston Public Exam School students report as 
contributing factors to their child's academic success? 
Definition of Terms 
Academic success is a broad concept that can be defmed in multiple ways; however, for 
the purposes of this research study, academic success is defmed as follows: Entrance into 
Boston Latin School, one of the three exam schools in the Boston Public School System, 
and enrollment as a seventh grade student. 
Exam School is a term used to identify three schools within the Boston Public School 
system. The exam schools require students to compete for admission by taking an 
entrance exam (the Independent Schools Entrance Exam) and by submitting their grade 
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point average from their current school. Student selection is based on a "composite score" 
calculated by combining GP A with entrance exam score. The three Boston Public 
examination schools are Boston Latin School, Boston Latin Academy, and the John D. 
O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science, all ofwhich serve grades 7-12. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Key Questions 
Attempting to answer the question of what factors contribute to the academic 
success of students who attend the Boston Public School system requires casting a wide 
net around all of the possible factors that influence an individual's academic success. 
Therefore, it is necessary to review a broad spectrum of the literature on academic 
achievement and academic success. To provide a structure for organizing the multiple 
areas of research encompassed by factors that contribute to academic success, this 
literature review is organized around the following key questions: 
1. What individual characteristics and behaviors promote academic success among 
low-income, urban students? 
2. What home-life factors promote academic success among low-income, urban 
students? 
3. What community level factors promote academic success among low-income, 
urban students? 
4. What school level factors promote success among urban, low-income students? 
5. What classroom level factors promote academic success among low-income, 
urban students? 
These five areas of research are not mutually exclusive; in fact, often the factors 
within one area influence those in another area. Furthermore, all five areas have a 
direct influence on an individual student's academic success. The diagram below 
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attempts to illustrate the connections among the areas of research and may serve as a 
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The literature review for this research study addresses five broad areas that 
influence academic success. These areas are as follows: individual characteristics and 
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behaviors, family and home life factors, community factors, classroom factors, and 
school factors. The gray arrows pointing toward the pentagon indicate that each area 
influences academic success. Additionally, to some extent, all of the factors interact with 
and/or influence the other factors, which is indicated by the dashed two-way arrows. 
Individual Characteristics and Behaviors 
Self-Control and Self-Discipline 
Some research suggests that the ability to delay gratification and develop 
strategies for self-control can positively influence academic performance. Mischel, 
Shoda, and Rodriguez summarized research on the development and implications of 
"future-oriented self-control" behavior for young children and found that some children 
demonstrated a greater ability to delay gratification through strategies that helped them to 
keep the ultimate reward in mind while simultaneously distracting themselves through 
other activities (Mischel, Shoda, & Rodriguez, 1989, p. 933). The researchers indicate 
that follow-up studies revealed that the children who demonstrated greater "future-
oriented self-control" at the age of four "were described more than 10 years later by their 
parents as adolescents who were more academically and socially competent than their 
peers and more able to cope with frustration and resist temptation" (Mischel et al., 1989, 
p. 934). Mischel theorized that these individuals, dubbed "high delayers" by Mischel, are 
more able to deal with temptation and therefore more able to choose actions that will 
produce a long-term benefit rather than an immediate gratification, such as studying over 
watching television (Lehrer, 2009). 
In a somewhat similar area of research, Duckworth and Seligman concluded that 
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self-discipline plays a role in academic success. The researchers sought to explain the 
gender differences between scores on achievement and I Q tests and grades on report 
cards; males tend to score higher on achievement and IQ tests while females tend to earn 
higher grades in school. 
While the concept of self-control in the Mischel study was directly connected to a 
child's ability to delay gratification, Duckworth and Seligman define self-discipline and 
self-control (used to mean the same thing) as "the ability to suppress preponent responses 
in the service of a higher goal and further specifying that such a choice is not automatic 
but rather a conscious effort" (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006, p. 199). Further, the 
researchers offer the following as examples of self-discipline: "reading test instructions 
before proceeding to the questions, paying attention to a teacher rather than daydreaming 
[ ... ]choosing homework over TV, and persisting on long-term assignments despite 
boredom and frustration" (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006, p. 199). Therefore, self-
discipline, especially in relation to academic activities, may contribute to academic 
success. 
This area of research indicates that individual characteristics, and the strategies 
that students use to support them, can help a student to become academically successful. 
While some of the strategies that help to delay gratification can be taught to some extent, 
the research also indicates that some individuals possess a greater ability to demonstrate 
future-oriented self-control at an early age. The research connects to academic success 
because much of the day-to-day efforts to complete homework, pay attention in class, and 
persevere through a difficult academic task require an ability to delay gratification and 
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stay focused on the ultimate goal, which in this case is academic success, even when the 
immediate task is challenging. Academic success requires both patience and 
perseverance, and research suggests children who exhibit these individual characteristics 
may have an edge on their peers. 
Self-Concept 
An individual's self-concept can influence academic success. Self-concept is an 
individual's "private mental images" and "collection of beliefs" that constitute that 
individual's understanding of who he or she is as a person (Hamachek, 1992, p. 27). 
Self-concept encompasses our beliefs about our physical, social, emotional, and 
intellectual selves; these four branches are distinct, yet they can influence each other 
(Hamachek, 1992). 
In 1945 Prescott Lecky conducted pioneering research on self-concept in 
academics when he examined the spelling capabilities of students in connection with their 
beliefs about themselves as spellers. Lecky's research suggested that the beliefs and 
perceptions students have about their academic skills may "consciously or unconsciously, 
affect their academic performance" (Hamachek, 1992, p. 266). In the more than half-
century since Lecky' s research, research on self-concept and academic performance has 
found "a small-to-moderate positive correlation between students' academic achievement 
and their self-concept of ability" (Hamachek, 1992, p. 268). Further, some research 
suggests that this connection between self-concept and academic success seems to peak 
around middle school age and drop off toward the end of high school (Hamachek, 1992). 
Hamachek concludes that the elementary school years are crucial to development 
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of self-concept because children are in the midst of developing their senses of self, they 
operate with "immature defenses" against failure, and they are in a stage where feeling 
independent and hard working conflict and compete with feeling needy and incapable 
(Hamacheck, 1992, pp. 269-271). Therefore, developing strong beliefs about one's 
academic abilities in elementary school may have a profound effect on academic success 
both in elementary school and beyond. 
While individual attributes such as self-control and self-concept undoubtedly 
influence academic success, the opportunities that one experiences in the home, at school, 
and in the community also play a role in fostering academic success. As James Comer 
suggests, "The individual is one key. The opportunity structure that the society provides 
is the second. Developing the individual and making opportunity available is the 'turning 
of the keys' that determines the life outcomes of individuals and, thereby, the quality of 
life in society" (Comer, 1997, p. 77). Therefore, it is important to turn to the literature on 
the other factors that can influence academic success. 
Family and Home Life Factors 
Family support is a significant factor in educational opportunities and academic 
achievement, and positive family structure and caring relationships positively influence a 
child's academic success (Comer, 2004). The first and most enduring educational 
experiences that a child has occur within the home. The family, including parents, 
grandparents, siblings, and other members living within the home, teach a child both 
intentionally and unintentionally through their attitudes, actions, and reactions to life 
experiences. It is in the home that a child develops his or her initial skills that set the 
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foundation for the acquisition of academic skills. Additionally, it is in the home that a 
child learns how to interact with other human beings. 
A typical American child spends his or her first three to four years in the home 
before entering formal schooling. There are multiple variations of childcare and pre-
school programs in which children may be involved; however, the majority of a child's 
life during those initial years is spent within the home setting. These years are crucial to 
child development and for establishing the foundations for educational and social 
success. Additionally, throughout the years of formal schooling from kindergarten 
through twelfth grade, the family structure can serve to support or to hinder a student's 
academic achievement. 
James Comer, an African-American child psychiatrist who focuses on family-
school connections, argues in his book, Leave No Child Behind: Preparing Today 's 
Youth for Tomorrow's World, that a positive family structure and caring relationships 
impact a child's educational success (2004). Comer also argues that changes in 
American society throughout the past century have pulled the foundation out of family 
structures and have limited the nonformal educational opportunities associated with 
family relationships and daily life (Comer, 2004). 
In the 18th and 19th century when the American economy was agriculturally 
based, a majority of Americans worked in close proximity to their homes, and children 
learned relevant skills from observing and working with their parents (Comer, 2002). 
Within this structure, children spent roughly equal time learning through formal 
schooling and learning through nonformallearning, which resulted in strong family 
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relationships that supported children as they learned how to navigate the world in a 
socially acceptable manner (Comer, 2002). 
During the 20th century, changes in American society eroded many aspects of 
traditional family structure, which resulted in fewer consistent, nonformal educational 
opportunities in family relationships (Comer, 2004). Today, many American parents are 
rushing between home and their jobs and must schedule time with their children. Since 
there is less unstructured time within the family, children and parents lose valuable 
opportunities to learn from one another. 
Parental encouragement and involvement in a student's education is the strongest 
factor in predicting students' early educational plans (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001). 
Children who live in homes where they are encouraged to take risks in their learning and 
thinking begin to believe that they are capable of succeeding in their classes, participating 
in post-secondary education, and choosing fulfilling careers. Motivational and proactive 
parents who have high expectations and who are involved in their child's school 
significantly increase the potential for their children to set and meet strong, high personal 
goals (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001). 
Parents who support their children encourage them to take advantage of 
educational opportunities and strive for high academic achievement, even when society 
sometimes seems to have lower expectations for their children. However, if children live 
in homes where parents are preoccupied with the challenges of poverty, violence, or 
health issues or where parents have had previous negative experiences with school, they 
may be less likely to benefit from family support for education and academic 
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achievement. Therefore, the amount of family support that a child receives in his or her 
home can influence academic success. 
Early Educational Opportunities 
Research suggests that early educational opportunities can influence later 
academic success. Disparities in early educational opportunities among racial and 
socioeconomic groups have been attributed to unequal academic success among children. 
According to research on early educational opportunities, racial achievement gaps begin 
before children enter school, and that, on average, Mrican American children enter 
kindergarten less academically prepared than their White peers (Farkas, 2003; Ferguson, 
2003). In addition, African American children are less likely than White children to be 
read to or told stories by adults in their homes (Rothstein, 2004). Studies have shown a 
correlation between the number of books in a home and academic achievement 
(Ferguson, 2007; West, Denton, & Gerrnino-Hausken, 2000); economically 
disadvantaged families generally have significantly fewer books in the home than middle 
class families. 
Socio-economic Status 
A family's socio-economic status can be correlated with academic success of 
children. Specifically, living in poverty can have a significant impact on academic 
success. In 2009, there were approximately 15.5 million, or one in five, American 
children living in poverty today (Children's Defense Fund, 2011, p. 3). Furthermore, 
African Americans living in U.S. cities are more likely to experience high rates of 
poverty than any other group in American society (National Center for Children in 
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Poverty, 2006). 1 The challenges that come with poverty can hinder a child's ability to 
achieve academic success. 
Mobility, often a result of poverty, is a factor that can create challenges for 
academic success. Mobility and school changes interrupt students' academic progress 
and can lead to fewer educational opportunities and decreased academic achievement. A 
recent report indicated that 6.5% of all American children and slightly more than 10% of 
economically disadvantaged children have only lived in their homes for six months or 
less (Berliner, 2009). Moving to a new home often leads to a change in schools. In 
addition, about 30% of the poorest children in American have attended three or more 
schools by third grade, which is almost three times as high as the mobility rate of middle-
class children (Berliner, 2009). Finally, African-American children are twice as likely to 
change schools than their White peers (Berliner, 2009). Changing schools creates 
logistical challenges, interrupts student learning, and necessitates the development of new 
relationships with teachers and peers; these factors contribute to mobility's negative 
impact on educational opportunities and the achievement gap. 
Race 
The factors that contribute to or detract from academic success are deeper than 
family structure and family income; cultural attitudes about race have an intangible, yet 
powerful influence on academic success. Throughout its rather brief history, American 
society has suffered from a persistent, sometimes overt and sometimes subtle, belief in 
1 As of2005, 8.9 million American children lived in urban areas, of whom 51% lived in poverty (NCCP, 
2006). Children from African American families are significantly more likely to live in poverty than their 
White peers (NCCP, 2006). Specifically, 35% of African American children live in poor families compared 
to 10% of White children (NCCP, 2006). 
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the superiority of the White race over other races. This belief has shaped attitudes 
toward, expectations for, and interactions with American citizens who belong to African-
American, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American minority groups. 
Beverly Daniel Tatum defines the belief as follows: "Cultural racism- the 
cultural images and messages that affirm the assumed superiority of Whites and the 
assumed inferiority of people of color- is like smog in the air. Sometimes it is so thick it 
is visible, other times it is less apparent, but always, day in and day out, we are breathing 
it in" (Tatum, 1997, p. 6). Racism in its multiple forms is a reality in America, and it 
affects the self-perception of minority students and it also affects society's expectations 
for these youth. It is very easy, and comforting, to believe current arguments that 
achievement gaps are more closely connected to socio-economic status than to race, but 
one cannot ignore the persistent problem that race creates in American society, and 
especially in the achievement of American students. 
For many African American families in particular, the education system has failed 
them for generations, and they have lost trust in its ability to support their children. The 
long struggle for legitimacy and respect in American society undoubtedly affects the 
attitudes toward education and participation in mainstream culture that African American 
families pass on implicitly and explicitly to their children. Therefore, the cultural 
inheritance of racial oppression may negatively impact educational opportunities and 
academic achievement of African Americans. 
There are a number of cultural explanations and theories about the experience of 
African Americans as minorities in a majority White culture. Most notable in this area is 
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the work of anthropologist John Ogbu. Ogbu's theory proposes that African Americans 
have become "involuntary minorities" because of the fact that most of their ancestors 
came to America as slaves and against their will. Historically in America, African 
Americans suffered from unequal access to education as well as general discrimination. 
Ultimately, this treatment led many African Americans to distrust the educational system 
(Obgu & Simons, 1988). Ogbu and Simons write: 
When asked, most involuntary minority parents and students say they 
believe that education and hard work are the ways to succeed. However, 
their individual and community's concrete experiences with job and other 
economic discrimination, combined with their awareness of historical 
segregation and racism in schools, contradict this abstract belief and serve to 
reinforce the concrete belief that education and hard work will not necessarily 
lead to economic success. (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p. 173) 
Therefore, the lived experiences of many African Americans may have reinforced distrust 
of education system. Ogbu' s theory offers insight into an added layer of complexity that 
African American students may face when striving for academic success. 
Additional research suggests that stereotypes can impact academic performance. 
Social psychologist Claude Steele theorizes that stereotype threat, which involves a belief 
that one's actions will confirm a negative stereotype held by society, can have a 
detrimental effect on academic achievement of African American students (Steele, 2003). 
While all humans experience stereotype threat to some extent, Steele's research suggests 
that the concrete threat of being judged and treated poorly based on one's group 
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identification is particularly salient for African Americans. Steele's research indicates 
that when African American students perceive stereotype threat in an examination of 
intellectual ability, they perform a full standard deviation lower than their White peers 
(Steele, 2003). Stereotype threat can negatively affect both confidence and performance 
in academic tasks (Noguera, 2008). 
Many factors within an individual student's home and family life can positively or 
negatively impact academic success. Parent encouragement, early educational 
opportunities, challenges connected with poverty and mobility, and race are some of the 
more significant home life factors that can contribute to an individual's academic 
success. 
Community Level Factors 
Strong communities and the people who maintain them can help to support 
students by encouraging them to develop positive self-esteem, setting high expectations, 
and providing a stable, comforting sense of accountability. All of these attributes will 
affect a student's potential for academic success. Strong communities provide 
opportunities for individuals to interact both with their peers and across generations, and 
these communities act as another vehicle for child development that supports and 
supplements the foundations established in the family. Strong communities share 
common visions for the future of their children- that is, strong communities actively 
work to support and engage their youth academically and socially. Growing up in a 
strong community where academic success is valued, encouraged, and supported will 
lead a student to begin believing that he or she both can and should meet the expectations 
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and hopes of the communities. 
The relationships that a child or adolescent develops with members of his or her 
community, both with adults and with peers, may or may not help to steer that student 
toward academic success. The path to college enrollment is a helpful illustration of the 
impact that strong community relationships can have on academic success. Specifically, 
strong community relationships can foster an adolescent's goals of attending college. 
That is, if the adult members of the community communicate with youth that college 
attendance, or some other postsecondary education, is a possibility, even an expectation, 
for everyone, then the youth is likely to internalize this belief and make it one of his or 
her goals. 
Heather Oesterreich suggests that strong community relationships "help students 
realize that their college attendance is part of a community pattern, preceded by earlier 
college graduates and to be followed by others heeding their example" (Oesterreich, 
2000, p. 3). This sense of involvement in a community greater than one' s family is 
crucial to the motivation and attitudes of all students, and especially adolescents, who are 
in the midst of making major decisions about their long-term educational goals. Strong 
communities help to establish this idea of both having the privilege to participate in this 
goal of academic success and the responsibility to meet the expectations of the 
community members. 
Social Capital 
One means of developing strong community support systems, especially those 
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that contribute to academic success, is social capital. Social capital, networks of trusting 
relationships that facilitate communication and cooperation, can significantly affect the 
future performance of a child (Comer, 1997; Putnam, 1995). As it relates to academic 
success, social capital enables communities to provide tools and training that help 
children work toward and achieve their educational and life goals. 
Whereas high social capital can serve to support and strengthen the academic 
achievement of children by increasing opportunities for learning and development, low 
social capital can lead to fewer educational opportunities and can inhibit children from 
taking academic risks and challenging themselves (Ferguson, 1990). Currently there is a 
gap between the degrees of support that different communities are able to provide. The 
discrepancy between the necessary support that a child needs and what is available is a 
challenge for all children, families, schools, and communities (Comer, 1997). A child's 
neighborhood and community networks are instrumental in fostering and maintaining 
expectations for academic success, yet it is within the school that a child's academic 
success is measured and evaluated. 
Classroom Level Factors 
Children spend a great deal of their young lives in classrooms and in schools, and 
these experiences can have a significant impact on their academic success. Although 
there are numerous classroom level factors that can impact academic success, three 
prominent factors are as follows: teachers' knowledge and experience, pedagogical 
approach, and expectations. These three factors require separate explanations, but they 
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interact with one another and can have either a positive or negative impact on academic 
success within the classroom environment. 
Teacher Knowledge and Experience 
The knowledge and experience that teachers bring to the classroom impact the 
academic success of their students. Research indicates that teachers' academic skills, 
understanding of content, and experience increase the quality of learning that students 
experience and can lead to significant academic gains (Peske & Haycock, 2006). 
Since teachers' knowledge and experience are positively correlated with academic 
success, then it is important to note that students in urban schools, especially those 
schools with high populations of economically disadvantaged and racial minority 
students are often shortchanged when it comes to teacher placement. Children in high-
poverty and high minority schools are assigned novice teachers twice as often as children 
in low-poverty and low-minority schools (Lewis, Hancock, & Hill-Jackson, 2008; Peske 
& Haycock, 2006). In many under-resourced districts, even when qualified teachers are 
available, they are passed over for the newer, less qualified teachers because the expense 
associated with experienced, highly qualified teachers is too great (Darling-Hammond, 
2006). Furthermore, African American students are twice as likely to have science 
teachers who fail to emphasize lab and data-analysis skills and three times as likely to 
have fewer opportunities to engage in hands-on learning and assessment (Singham, 
2003). Finally, African American students are less likely than their White peers to have 
teachers who have participated in professional development during the previous year or 
have demonstrated competency in their subjects (Singham, 2003). 
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Children in schools with high concentrations of economically disadvantaged and 
minority children are more often taught by teachers who have neither a college major nor 
a college minor in their subject, referred to as "Out-of-Field" teachers (Peske & Haycock, 
2006). At the middle school level, out-of-field teachers teach 70% of math classes in 
high-poverty and high-minority middle schools (Peske & Haycock, 2006). At the high 
school level, the overall rate of out-of-field teachers is about 33% for high-poverty and 
high-minority schools, but the rate of out-of-field teachers in low-poverty and low-
minority high schools is about 20% (Peske & Haycock, 2006). Although being a novice 
or out-of-field teacher may not automatically mean that student learning and achievement 
will suffer, research indicates that these measures of teacher knowledge are correlated 
with a teacher's ability to influence academic achievement (Peske & Haycock, 2006). 
Out-of-field teachers are far less likely to "teach with flexibility and resourcefulness if 
they themselves are having difficulty understanding the content they are teaching" 
(Singham, 2003 , p.590). 
Pedagogical Approach 
Another classroom-level factor that can contribute to academic success is a 
teacher' s pedagogical approach. Some research suggests that the pedagogical knowledge 
that teachers possess can impact academic success, though the fmdings have not been as 
conclusive as those associated with academics, content knowledge, and experience 
(Peske & Haycock, 2006). However, in a review of curriculum trends, quantitative 
research, qualitative research, and general educational practices, Dr. Jeanne Chall 
examined the effectiveness of two particular pedagogical approaches on academic 
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achievement. Chall's review examined the student-centered approach, which focuses on 
individualized instruction, the process of learning, and student choice and the teacher-
centered approach, which focuses on direct instruction, acquisition of skills, and whole 
group learning (Chall, 2000). The review of the literature revealed that teacher-centered 
instruction results in higher academic achievement (Chall, 2000). Chall concluded that 
while many middle-class and high-performing students excel in a student-centered 
classroom, many low-income and low performing students actually suffer from this 
instructional model. 
Teacher Expectations 
A third factor that contributes to academic success at the classroom level is the 
expectations that teachers have for children. Teacher expectations involve estimates of 
students' present abilities as well as predictions of expected improvement (Cooper & 
Tom, 1984). Teacher expectations of individuals and groups of students correlate with 
academic achievement (Diamond & Spillane, 2004; Ferguson, 2003; Hinnant, O'Brien, & 
Ghazarian, 2009; McKown, & Weinstein, 2008; Sirota & Bailey, 2009). While teacher 
expectations are associated with academic achievement for all students, the impact of 
teacher expectation on the performance of certain groups appears more pronounced 
(Hinnant et al., 2009). Hinnant et al. (2009) examined the role of teacher expectations as 
a predictor of future academic achievement and found that expectations were more 
strongly linked to the achievement of at risk children, specifically students from racial 
minority groups or economically disadvantaged families. 
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Self-Fulfilling Prophecies 
Teacher expectations may lead to self-fulfilling prophecies, "a situation in which 
beliefs lead to their fulfillment; a person becomes or exemplifies what it is he or she was 
believed to be" (Hinnant et al., 2009, p. 662). Sociologist Robert K. Merton first coined 
the term self-fulfilling prophecy in 1948, drawing upon the theorem: "If men defme 
situations as real, they are real in their consequences" (Thomas, 1928, p. 257; as quoted 
in Tauber, 1998). Teachers may inadvertently contribute to self-fulfilling prophecies 
based on their own opinions of students' abilities. 
According to Tauber (1998), the self-fulfilling prophecy in the classroom occurs 
in five steps. First, the teacher forms expectations, which sometimes are based on initial 
impressions at the beginning of the school year. Second, based on the expectations, the 
teacher behaves in a differential manner toward students. Third, students receive 
messages from this differential treatment about what behavior and achievement the 
teacher expects from them. Fourth, if the teacher's behaviors are consistent, then it is 
likely to influence both student behavior and achievement. Finally, over time, student 
actions and performance will begin to mirror the expectations (Tauber, 1998). 
Sustaining Effects 
Teacher expectations may also lead to maintenance rather that improvement in 
student achievement; researchers refer to this outcome as the sustaining effect of teacher 
expectations. This effect occurs when teachers behave in accordance with their beliefs 
about present competencies and fail to increase the level and rigor of instruction, which 
leads to academic maintenance rather than academic progress. 
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Jussim (1989) describes how teacher expectations may create a "tendency to 
interpret, perceive, remember, or explain students' actions in ways consistent with" the 
original expectations, which likely serves to sustain rather than improve student 
performance (Jussim, 1989). This tendency may lead teachers to be biased when 
evaluating students' performance, which reflects the teacher' s expectations more than the 
student' s progress. Therefore, Jussim suggests that teacher-assigned measures of 
achievement (class grades, for example) may be more susceptible to teacher expectations 
in the short-term than objective measures of student achievement (standardized tests, for 
example). However, a cumulative effect of teacher expectations would likely be reflected 
in achievement on standardized test. Furthermore, Cooper and Tom (1984) note that 
teachers may miss opportunities to capitalize upon student interests and offer additional 
learning experiences because their beliefs about student ability are formed by 
prejudgments. Therefore the sustaining effect may result from bias in assessing student 
work as well as a failure to challenge students beyond the level of ability that the teacher 
originally perceived. 
In their seminal work on teacher expectations, Rosenthal and Jacobsen (1968) 
conducted an experimental study on teacher expectations in which they randomly 
assigned students to two groups, and they told teachers that one group demonstrated 
"remarkable potential for academic growth" (Cooper, 1979, p. 390). The results ofthe 
study indicated that students in the high potential group demonstrated significant 
improvement in IQ test when compared to the other group. 
Rosenthal and Jacobsen hypothesized that the teacher' s behaviors, gestures, and 
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direct words may have communicated to one group over another that the teacher expected 
improved intellectual performance; further, these "communications together with 
possible changes in teaching techniques may have helped the child learn by changing his 
self-concept, his expectations of his own behavior, and his motivation, as well as his 
cognitive style and skills" (Rosenthal, 1968, p. 180). Although the Rosenthal and 
Jacobsen study generated criticism, it did establish a foundation for teacher expectation 
research. 
Teacher-Student Interactions 
Some research suggests that teachers create warmer social emotional climates for 
students for whom they hold high expectations by smiling, nodding their heads, making 
direct eye contact, and leaning toward students more often than they did when interacting 
with low expectation students (Cooper, 1979). Students observe these differential teacher 
behaviors and react to the climate created by the teacher. Ultimately, students will 
interpret what is expected of them from the messages that they receive from the 
nonverbal teacher behaviors (McKown & Weinstein, 2008). The result of student 
observations of teacher behaviors is that students may internalize the expectations and 
work to meet the high or low expectations that teachers express (likely unconsciously) 
through their behaviors. In addition, the observation and internalization of teacher 
expectations may also affect student motivation to achieve (McKown & Weinstein, 
2008). 
Learning Opportunities 
Teachers may provide high-expectation students with more opportunities to 
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engage with challenging material than low-expectation students (Beez, 1970; Combleth 
et al., 1974; cited in Cooper, 1979). This finding suggests that teachers tend to teach 
more to students of whom they expect more. If teachers expect that certain students have 
strong cognitive abilities and academic potential, then they may offer more intense, 
focused, and high quality instruction to those particular students (McKown & Weinstein, 
2008). Those students, over time, benefit from the "greater exposure to high-quality 
instruction" and their achievement will likely reflect this benefit (McKown & Weinstein, 
2008, p. 236). 
School Level Factors 
Finally, the organizational factors within an individual's school can impact 
academic success. A significant body of research examines the characteristics of highly 
successful urban schools, and the results of some of these studies serve to guide this 
literature review by providing information on the school level factors that may contribute 
to academic success among urban students. Eleven effective school studies, all of which 
use a case study approach, were examined for this section of the literature review. Each 
study examines between five and fifteen schools, the schools in the studies represent a 
balance of elementary, middle, and high schools, and the schools in these studies have a 
specific emphasis on low-income, urban students as well as a commitment to closing the 
achievement gap (Borman & Overman, 2004; Carter, 2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Edmonds, 
1979; Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Merseth, 2009; SRI Report, 2006; Taylor, Pearson, 
Clark, & Walpole, 2000; Whitman, 2008; Wilson, 2008). The studies report on a number 
of aspects of the schools that contribute to academic success but include two main 
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foundational elements: a supportive school community model and a safe and orderly 
school environment (Borman & Overman, 2004). Further, effective schools adhere to no 
single curriculum or pedagogical approach, but demonstrate excellent leadership (Carter, 
2000). 
The most commonly cited characteristics of effective schools for urban, low-
income students are as follows: high expectations for students, a commitment to 
assessment and accountability, a commitment to hiring and developing the best teachers, 
supportive home-school partnerships, increased time for learning, and principals with 
freedom to make hiring, curricular, and financial decisions (Borman & Overman, 2004; 
Carter, 2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Clewell & Campbell, 2007; Edmonds, 1979; Hallinger 
& Murphy, 1986; Merseth, 2009; SRI Report, 2006; Taylor et al., 2000; Whitman, 2008; 
Wilson, 2008). 
High Expectations for Students 
High expectations for students are a critical school level factor for promoting 
academic success among low-income, urban students (Borman & Overman, 2004; Carter, 
2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Clewell & Campbell, 2007; Edmonds, 1979; Hallinger & 
Murphy, 1986; Merseth, 2009; SRI, 2006; Whitman, 2008). Schools that communicate 
high expectations for student academic performance as well as behavior support the 
academic success of their students (Merseth, 2009). Further, successful schools establish 
and hold students to high expectations regardless of their backgrounds (Whitman, 2008; 
SRI, 2006). Additionally, school leaders and teachers believe that all students can 
participate in rigorous academic courses (Carter, 2000). 
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The schools in these studies establish and communicate expectations for academic 
and social behavior; furthermore, the adults in these schools believe that students are 
capable of reaching these expectations and hold students accountable for meeting the 
expectations. The purpose of setting and holding students to high expectations is to help 
students "achieve a level of academic performance that will enable them to succeed at the 
nation's best high schools and colleges" (SRI, 2006, p. 2). By establishing cultures of 
high expectations, these schools prepare economically disadvantaged and minority 
students for success in high school, college, and in the workforce. 
Commitment to Assessment and Accountability 
A second important school level factor for promoting academic success among 
low-income, urban students is a commitment to assessment and accountability (Carter, 
2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Edmonds, 1979; Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Merseth, 2009; 
SRI, 2006; Taylor et al., 2000; Whitman, 2008; Wilson, 2008). Additionally, some 
schools have developed efficient methods of analyzing assessment and student 
performance data to maximize the effectiveness of the information on classroom teaching 
and learning (Merseth, 2009). Finally, many ofthe schools in these studies view state 
tests and accountability systems as necessary and important checks on their effectiveness 
as schools, which ultimately positively impact the academic success of their students 
(SRI, 2006; Chenoweth, 2007; Merseth, 2009). 
Effective schools for economically disadvantaged and minority students regularly 
assess students, analyze assessment data to identify trends, and use assessment data to 
inform instruction (Chenoweth, 2007; Taylor et al., 2000). These studies illustrate how 
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schools use the acconntability systems and student assessment programs to their 
advantage by creating systematic methods for analyzing and using the information 
generated from assessment and acconntability programs. The focus on assessment and 
acconntability at effective schools for economically disadvantaged and minority students 
illustrates the need for systematic analysis of student mastery of the discrete skills 
covered by the state and national examinations. Systematic analysis offers opportunities 
to target and address those skills with which students struggle; in this way, the schools in 
these studies identify and address individual skill deficits before they become large 
achievement gaps. 
Teacher Quality 
A third critical school level factor that contributes to the academic success of low-
income, urban students is teacher quality. Schools that promote academic success of 
their students are committed to recruiting, hiring, and developing the best teachers 
(Borman & Overman, 2004; Carter, 2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Clewell & Campbell, 2007; 
Hallinger & Murphy, 1986; Merseth, 2009; Taylor et al., 2000; Whitman, 2008; Wilson, 
2008). Teacher quality has a significant impact on student achievement (Clewell & 
Campbell, 2007). Therefore it makes sense that effective schools invest a great deal of 
energy and resources in their teachers. Some of the schools in these studies have flexible 
approaches for hiring and training teachers, while others have systematic hiring and 
professional development practices. Either way, these schools demonstrate a 
commitment to ensuring that their teachers are prepared to teach, are supported in their 
teaching, and are relentless in their quest for student nnderstanding and achievement 
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(Borman & Overman, 2004; Carter, 2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Clewell & Campbell, 2007; 
Ballinger & Murphy, 1986; Merseth, 2009; Taylor et al., 2000; Wilson, 2008; Whitman, 
2008). 
Effective schools prioritize the hiring and training teachers with the goal of 
achieving high teacher quality (Clewell & Campbell, 2007). Additionally, effective 
schools evaluate and assess their impact with regularity (Chenoweth, 2007), and provide 
teachers the time necessary to collaborate, problem solve, and observe each other with 
the goal of improving their practice (Carter, 2000; Taylor et al., 2000; Chenoweth, 2007). 
The additional time that effective schools devote to hiring, training, and developing their 
teachers demonstrates their deep commitment to high quality instruction as a means to 
promote academic success. 
Supportive Home-School Partnerships 
Supportive home-school partnerships are an essential school level factor for the 
academic success of low-income, urban students (Borman & Overman, 2004; Carter, 
2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Clewell & Campbell, 2007; Ballinger & Murphy, 1986, Taylor 
et al., 2000; Whitman, 2008; Wilson, 2008). The research demonstrates a variety of 
approaches to establishing home-school partnerships; some schools require parents to 
sign contracts indicating that they will support their children in very specific ways, and 
other schools encourage parents to visit the school regularly (Clewell & Campbell, 2007; 
Wilson, 2008). Helping parents to take an active role in homework or reading will likely 
lead to increased academic success for children. Regardless of their approach to parent 
engagement, these schools have taken steps to increase the involvement of economically 
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disadvantaged and minority parents in their children's education. The schools do this by 
creating partnerships with families. In combination with the other elements of effective 
schools, supportive home-school partnerships appear to lead to increased academic 
achievement for students. 
Increased Time for Learning 
Increased time for learning is an important school level factor for promoting 
academic success in low-income, urban students. The research suggests that effective 
schools extend learning time and ensure that teachers use every minute of class time 
effectively (Carter, 2000; Chenoweth, 2007; Edmonds, 1979; Merseth, 2009; SRI, 2006; 
Taylor et al., 2000; Whitman, 2008). To raise test scores and decrease achievement gaps, 
many ofthe schools in these studies pay close attention to how time is used at school. In 
addition, many schools create schedules that either maximize the learning time within the 
school day or extend the school day or year for their students. The result of this explicit 
focus on instructional time, both on how time is used and on how much time is allotted 
for learning, is increased test scores that place these schools in the top quarter of schools 
in their areas (Chenoweth, 2007). 
These schools aim to maximize the time that students spend on academic tasks 
(Carter, 2000). Further, effective schools devote a significant amount oftime each day to 
small-group instruction (Taylor et al., 2000). Extended time at school provides more 
opportunities for students to build the skills necessary for academic success (SRI, 2006). 
The purpose of offering extended instructional and learning time is to increase student 
performance and decrease the achievement gap, and all of the schools in these studies 
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have demonstrated an ability to meet those goals. Therefore, increased time for learning 
seems to be an important component of effective schools for promoting academic 
success. 
Autonomy of Principals 
Strong, independent leaders are an important school level component for the 
academic success of low-income, urban students (Carter, 2000; Chenoweth, 2007; 
Edmonds, 1979; SRI, 2006; Whitman, 2008; Wilson, 2008). Dynamic, independent 
leaders who have power over curricular and budgetary decisions are a critical factor in 
the success of these schools (Wilson, 2008). Finally, shared leadership is a component of 
many of these effective schools (Chenoweth, 2007). Dynamic leadership seems to result 
a more cohesive staff driven by similar goals and beliefs. In addition, the independence 
of the principals at many of these effective schools seems to result in a greater sense of 
empowerment and ownership over a school (Merseth, 2009; Wilson, 2008). Strong, 
independent leadership appears to support these schools in their quest to promote 
academic success of low-income, urban students. 
Significance of the Study 
The vast literature on factors that contribute to academic success reveals the 
various characteristics, experiences, and organizational structures that can impact an 
individual's success. However, many of the studies focus on how a single factor impacts 
academic success rather than on how an individual's academic success is impacted by a 
variety of factors. Some literature has examined the academic success of individual high 
school students within specific populations (Conchas, 2006); however, there has been 
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little focus on the factors that contribute to academic success among urban, middle school 
students. Further, much of the current literature focused on the factors that contribute to 
or prevent academic success, but the research does not focus directly on the experiences, 
perceptions, and voices of the students themselves. Finally, some research on academic 
success in urban areas has focused on innovative educational models, such as charter 
schools, rather than on the public school system. 
This research study examined the experiences of academically successful urban 
students who attended urban public schools. By documenting the stories, experiences, 
perceptions and voices of seventh grade students as well as their parents or guardians in 
relation to academic success, this study has added a new dimension to the body of 
research on factors that contribute to academic success. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
Research Design 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and describe the experiences 
of individual students who have been academically successful within a large, urban 
school district as a means of analyzing the factors that contribute to academic success. 
Since the purpose of the study was to capture the stories, perceptions, experiences, and 
reflections of individuals, qualitative methods were employed for this study. 
Both site and participant selection were identified using a purposeful sampling 
approach. The rationale for using purposeful sampling was that this sampling approach 
offers a chance to identify cases for study (i.e. a school community and the student 
participants) that offer a "useful manifestation of the phenomenon of interest" (Patton, 
2002, p. 40). In terms of this study, the phenomenon of interest was academic success, 
operationally defined as entrance into and enrollment as a seventh grade student at 
Boston Latin School, one of the three exam schools in the Boston Public School System, 
among students who attended the Boston Public School system for elementary school. 
The sample size of thirteen student participants offered an opportunity for in-
depth examination of cases and provided a great deal of insight into the factors that 
contribute to academic success among urban students. Additionally, although small, the 
sample has possibly served to "open up new territory for further research" (Patton, 2002, 
p. 46). However, the small sample size of thirteen means that the results of the study are 
not generalizable to a larger population. 
Data collection occurred through a series of in-depth interviews with student 
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participants and their parents. Specifically, the researcher used a modified form of the in-
depth interviewing method of data collection outlined by Irving Seidman in his book, 
Interviewing as Qualitative Research. Seidman highlights the purpose and power of in-
depth interviewing with the following comment: "At the root of in-depth interviewing is 
an interest in understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they make of 
that experience" (Seidman, 1998, p. 3). Through a series of three interviews, the 
researcher gained an understanding of the experiences of academically successful urban 
students as well their perceptions and understanding of those experiences. 
Data analysis consisted of generating participant profiles and conducting cross-
case comparisons, which led to the emergence of thematic connections within the data. 
This research study offered an opportunity to gain insight into some of the factors that 
contribute to academic success among urban students by highlighting the stories and 
experiences of students who have been academically successful within the Boston Public 
Schools system. 
Site Selection 
Research Site Context: The Boston Public Exam Schools 
The Boston Public School system serves approximately 57,000 students in grades 
Pre-Kindergarten through 12. The system operates 134 schools, ofwhich 76 are 
elementary, serving Pre-K-5, or Pre-K-8 and 10 are middle schools, serving grades 6-8. 
Boston is a Title 1 district. (Boston Public Schools, 2011). 
The Boston Public School system includes three examination schools: Boston 
Latin Academy, Boston Latin School, and the John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics 
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and Science, all of which serve grades 7-12. Students compete for seats at each of the 
three exam schools by taking an entrance exam (the Independent Schools Entrance 
Exam) and by submitting their grade point average from their current school. Student 
selection is based on a "composite score" - calculated by combining GP A with entrance 
exam score. 
At the John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science, new students are 
admitted in grades 7, 9 and 10, and at Boston Latin Academy and Boston Latin School, 
new students are admitted in grades 7 and 9 (Boston Public Schools Website, 2011). All 
three exam schools have a residency policy, which requires students currently not 
attending the Boston Public Schools to "prove City of Boston residency no later than the 
first Friday in November for matriculation the following September" (Boston Public 
Schools Website, 2011). 
Boston Latin School 
Founded in 1635, Boston Latin School has the distinction ofbeing the oldest 
public school in America (Boston Latin School Website, 2011). The mission of Boston 
Latin School is "to ground its students in a contemporary classical education as 
preparation for successful college studies, responsible and engaged citizenship, and a 
rewarding life" (Boston Latin School Website, 2011). 
Boston Latin Academy 
As a result of a group of mothers' efforts of to provide college preparatory 
education for their daughters, Boston Latin Academy was established in 1878 as Girls' 
Latin School. It was "the very first college preparatory high school for girls established 
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in the United States" (Girls' Latin School-Boston Latin Academy Association, Inc. 
Website, 2011 ). Within 25 years, Boston Latin Academy "had achieved the reputation as 
one of the fmest college preparatory schools in the United States" (Girls' Latin School-
Boston Latin Academy Association, Inc. Website, 2011 ). In 1972, in accordance with 
Massachusetts Law Chapter 622, boys were admitted to the school for the first time, and 
in 1975 the school changed its names from Girls' Latin to Boston Latin Academy (Girls' 
Latin School-Boston Latin Academy Association, Inc. Website, 2011). 
The mission of Boston Latin Academy is ''to prepare students for higher academic 
study by challenging them with a rigorous curriculum. With this foundation, Boston 
Latin Academy prepares students to be independent learners and contributing citizens in a 
diverse and challenging society" (Boston Latin Academy Website, 2011). 
John D. 0 'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science 
The John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science was founded in 1893 
as the Mechanic Arts High School. In 1944 the school was renamed as Boston Technical 
High School, and in 1992 it assumed it current name after merging with the Mario 
Umana Technical High School (John D. O'Bryant School Of Mathematics and Science 
Website, 2011 ). 
The mission of the John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science is as 
follows: "The John D. O'Bryant School of Mathematics and Science is a diverse, 
supportive community of learners that engages in a rigorous and comprehensive Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics program integrated with Humanities. Our 
college-preparatory exam school enables our students to reach their full potential and 
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become leaders who will shape the direction of society" (John D. O'Bryant School Of 
Mathematics and Science Website, 2011). 
Research Site Selection: Boston Latin School 
While students at all three exam schools would have been viable candidates for 
this study, I chose to focus the study on Boston Latin School students alone rather than 
students from all three exam schools. I made this decision based on the school's entrance 
requirements, student demographic data, sending schools, and a personal connection with 
the school. 
Boston Latin School admits the students with the highest entrance exam scores 
and GPAs. Although many students select Boston Latin Academy and the John D. 
O'Bryant as their first choice of exam school, there are some students in every cohort 
who attend the other two exam schools because they did not have the test scores or grades 
to earn admission to Boston Latin. I wanted to make sure that the participants in the 
study achieved the level of academic success to which they aimed, and in this case that 
would mean entrance into Boston Latin School. One could argue that including all three 
exam schools would have provided a more comprehensive examination of individual 
experiences; however, selecting students from Boston Latin School alone does not seem 
to be a critical factor in the validity and rigor of this study. 
In addition, while Boston Latin School has a strong reputation for academic 
achievement, it also has the lowest percentages of African American, Hispanic, and low-
income students of the three exam schools. Further, Boston Latin School's student 
demographic data does not reflect that of the Boston Public System. While the 
43 
percentages of African American and Hispanic students in the Boston Public System are 
36% and 41% respectively, they are only 12.1% and 8.8% at Boston Latin School. 
Additionally, while 74% of the student population in the Boston Public Schools is 
categorized as low-income, only 28.5% of the student population at Boston Latin School 
is categorized as such. The table below details demographic data for the three exam 
schools as well as the Boston Public School system and the state of Massachusetts. These 
data suggest that the high school with the best reputation in the city does not reflect the 
students in the system and invited questions about equity of opportunity for racial 
minority and low-income students. 
Table 1: Student Demographic Data for 2010-2011 School Year2 
BLA BLS O'Bryant Boston Massachusetts 
Public 
Schools 
African 28.8% 12.1% 37.9% 36% 8.2% 
American 
Hispanic 17.8% 8.8% 28.0% 41% 14.8% 
White 29.0% 48.8% 11.1% 13% 69.1% 
Asian 21.9% 28.1% 21.9% 9% 5.3% 
Other 2.5% 2.2% 1.2% 1% 2.6% 
Low-income 52.6% 28.5% 49.8% 74% 32.9% 
English 1.2% 0.5% 5.3% 30% 6.2% 
Language 
Learner 
Graduation 95.2% 97.4% 90.1% 63.2% 81.5% 
Rate (4 
years) 
Total 1,716 2,384 1,234 57,050 957, 053 
Enrollment 
2 Sources: Boston Public Schools, Report on Teaching and Learning, 2011 ; 
Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2010-2011 
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Another reason that I chose to focus this research on Boston Latin School students 
exclusively is that historically, approximately half of its entering class (based on most 
recent data, 2006-2007) has from the Boston Public System. For the cohort of students 
admitted in 2011, 55% ofthe students had attended Boston Public Schools and 45% of 
the students attended schools other than those within the Boston system. 
Although data are not yet available for classes entering all three exam schools 
after 2007, data from 2000-2007 reveal that the percentage of students entering Boston 
Latin School from the Boston Public Schools increased six out of seven years to rise from 
35% in 2000-2001 to 47% in 2006-2007 (Boston Public Schools Website, 2011). 
Table 2: 2006-2007 Exam School Invitations by Sending School 
All Exam Schools 
Boston Latin Boston Latin O'Bryant 
School Academy School 
2006-2007 
#Stud. #Stud. %Total #Stud. %Total #Stud. %Total #Stud. 
% 
Total Applied Invited Invited Invited Invited Invited Invited Invited 
Invited 
Boston Public 
1,184 606 56% 216 47% 223 59% 167 66% 
Total 
Charter Schools 213 97 9% 35 8% 35 9% 27 11% 
Private or 
Parochial 618 372 34% 203 44% 110 29% 59 23% 
Schools 
MET CO 
64 14 1% 6 1% 7 2% 1 0% 
Program 
Non-Boston 
Public Schools 895 483 44% 244 53% 152 41% 87 34% 
Total 
All Students 2079 1089 100% 460 100% 375 100% 254 100% 
Source: http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/node/1170 
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Selecting participants who both attended the Boston Public System for elementary 
school and who gained entrance into Boston Latin School, I hoped to identify some 
factors that helped these students to achieve academic success within the public system. 
In March of 2011, I met with the Headmaster at Boston Latin and expressed my 
interest in conducting a research study with incoming seventh grade students. The 
Headmaster approved my request and offered support in identifying potential 
participants. For a copy of the approval letter from the Headmaster at Boston Latin 
School, please see Appendix A. 
Participant Selection 
Through the participation of both individual students and their parents, I captured 
the experiences and perspectives of academically successful Boston Public School 
students in this research study. Seidman encourages qualitative research on those 
individuals "whose lives constitute education" (Seidman, 1998, p. 7). In many ways, the 
parents of the student participants are equally important in the effort to understand the 
experiences of those individuals who make up a segment of our education system; 
therefore I opted to include parent voices in the study. 
I chose to focus my research on the individual stories of a small number of 
seventh grade students for a few reasons. First, since I adopted the narrow de:fmition of 
academic success as acceptance to and enrollment in one of Boston's three public exam 
schools, I sought participants who have recently achieved that level of academic success 
-students entering their first year at an exam school. Since the exam schools begin in 
seventh grade, the ideal participants for this study were seventh grade students at a 
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Boston public exam school. 
Second, through this research study, I sought to increase my own understanding 
of the factors that contribute to academic success during the elementary years of 
kindergarten through fifth or sixth grade; therefore, it was necessary to capture the stories 
of students who have completed elementary school but are also still close to the 
experiences. Students recounted their stories and experiences of elementary school, 
learning, family life, personal study habits, and additional learning opportunities. By 
limiting the sample to students entering seventh grade, I was able to capture the 
perceptions and reports of academic experiences of students before they entered the 
community of high-achieving students at Boston Latin School. 
Finally, I chose to focus my research on students rather than teachers, 
administrators, or other adults because I believe that it is important to capture the voices 
of students. Seidman states, "So much research is done on schooling in the United 
States; yet so little of it is based on studies involving the perspectives of the students [ ... ] 
whose individual and collective experience constitutes schooling" (Seidman, 1998, p. 4). 
Conducting a qualitative research study on the experiences of students offered an 
opportunity to tell the stories of successful individuals from their own perspective as 
current students. By focusing this research on individual students, I gained a deeper 
understanding of how these individuals navigate the world of academics, how they 
develop perceptions of themselves as learners, and the kinds of support systems both at 
home and beyond that have helped these individuals. 
Since parents or guardians play a critical role in the decisions that affect a child's 
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schooling, especially at the elementary level, it was necessary to include the voices of the 
participants' parents in this research. 3 The parent interviews served to clarify, extend, 
and reinforce the information that students provided in their interviews. The parent 
reflections also provided another perspective on the factors that contribute to academic 
success for urban students. 
The data from the parent interviews offered additional insight into the educational 
and social experiences of student participants. Additionally, the parent interviews 
allowed an opportunity for parents to discuss and explain choices that they made 
regarding their child's education. Finally, the parent interviews increased the validity of 
the data because the data from the parent interviews served to confirm or refute 
information gathered through student interviews. Thus, the data from parent interviews 
served to triangulate the data collected through student interviews. 
I selected participants from the cohort of students entering seventh grade at 
Boston Latin School. I decided to limit the potential student participants to students who 
had not attended one of the designated Advanced Work Class Schools within the district. 
Advanced Work Class (AWC) is a full-time, accelerated academic program for fourth, 
fifth, and sixth grade. Students are invited to participate in A WC based on their scores on 
the Terra Nova and SUPERA standardized tests (BPS Website, AWC). The program 
expects students to complete additional school work and homework than the district 
curricula requires. The decision to exclude students who were already participating in 
3 The research proposal called for an interview with either a parent or a guardian, but the sample yielded 
thirteen student participants who also Jived with at least one biological parent. Therefore, the language has 
been changed from parent or guardian to parent. 
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AWe was based on a desire to identify students who had not already experienced a 
differentiated academic program based on previous academic success. I hoped to learn 
from students who learned within standard Boston Public School classrooms rather than 
an accelerated academic program. Therefore, I did not invite any students who attended 
in the A We program to participate in the study. 
With the help of administrators at Boston Latin School, I identified all students 
who were entering seventh grade at Boston Latin School and who had not attended an 
A we program within the Boston Public Schools for sixth grade. There were 69 potential 
student participants. At the beginning of July 2011 , I sent an invitation letter to all 69 
potential student participants; for a copy of the invitation letter, please see Appendix B. 
Sample Size 
Determining the exactly sufficient number of student participants prior to the 
study was a challenge because I did not know what the interview data would reveal. 
After the initial invitation letter, nine student participants and their parents agreed to 
participate. At the end of July, 2011 , I sent a second round of letters to the remaining 
students and again invited them to participate. After the second letter, four more students 
and their parents agreed to participate. By the frrst day of school in September, I 
completed data collection for thirteen students. 
Seidman offers two criteria for appropriate sample size in a qualitative research 
study such as this one. The first criterion is sufficiency, which requires the researcher to 
have a sample size large enough "to reflect the range of participants and sites that make 
up the population so that others outside the sample might have a chance to connect to the 
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experiences of those in it" (Seidman, 1998, pp. 4 7 -48). Although the sample size was 
only thirteen, the student participants met Seidman's first criterion of sufficiency. The 
thirteen student participants represented ten different zip codes within the city ofBoston.4 
Additionally, student participants represented nine different public schools within the 
City of Boston. 5 
The second criterion is saturation of information, which reflects the "point in a 
study at which the interviewer begins to hear the same information reported" (Seidman, 
1998, p. 48). The sample size of thirteen met the second criterion of saturation because 
the three-interview model allowed for extensive data collection, which resulted in 
saturation of information. 
Data Collection 
I used in-depth, phenomenological interviewing as the method of data collection. 
All participants signed an informed consent form prior to participating in the interviews; 
for copies of the Informed Consent Forms, please see Appendix C. I used a modified 
version of Seidman's three-interview series model (Seidman, 1991 ). 
Interviewing was the most appropriate method for data collection because it 
provided opportunities to "understand the meaning people involved in education make of 
their experience" (Seidman, 1998, p. 4). Seidman's model, designed by Solbeare and 
Schuman, consists of three interviews with each participant (Seidman, 1998, p. 11). 
4 There are 53 zip codes in the City of Boston (United Stated Postal Service, 2011). 
5 In 2011, there were a total of 37 non-A WC class Boston Public Schools, with 26 K-8 (Kindergarten 
through gth grade) and 11 middle (61h grade through 8th grade) schools. 
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Interview 1: Focused Life History 
The purpose of the first interview was to "to put the participant's experience in 
context by asking him or her to tell as much as possible about him or herself in light of 
the topic up to the present time" (Seidman, 1998, p.11 ). In the first interview, I asked 
questions that allowed the participant to tell me as much as possible about his or her 
broad experiences in the Boston Public Schools and as a student within his or her home, 
family, and community. For a copy of the all interview prompts, please see Appendix D. 
Interview 2: The Details of the Experience 
According to Seidman, "The purpose of the second interview is to concentrate on 
the concrete details of the participant's present experience in the topic area of the study" 
(Seidman, 1998, p. 12). In this interview, I followed up on some of the experiences 
mentioned in the first interview and asked for specifics details about those experiences. 
For example, I asked students to tell me more about a topic that they mentioned, to 
describe and give examples of what they meant by certain words, to tell me about times 
when they encountered a challenge, etc. The second interview provided an opportunity 
to take the information gathered from focused life history interview and drill down on 
some of the relevant topics. Many students and parents had time constraints, so we 
conducted the first two interviews on the same day with a break as necessary. 
Interview 3: Reflection on the Meaning 
In the third interview, I followed up on many of threads of discussion that 
appeared in the first two interviews. I also asked the participants to think about what 
their experiences mean in connection with their academic success. Seidman emphasizes 
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that "meaning" is not synonymous with "satisfaction or reward" (Seidman, 1998, p. 12). 
Instead, the process encouraged the participants to think about how their personal history 
and the details of their experiences contribute to their current academic success 
(Seidman, 1998, p. 12). Therefore, I was not asking students if they are satisfied with 
their academic success; rather I was asking them to reflect on the factors that may 
contribute to the success that they have experienced thus far. In this interview, I asked 
students questions about what impact certain activities and experiences may have had on 
them as students, what they see as their personal strengths and challenges, and where they 
see themselves going. 
Interview Length and Spacing 
Although Seidman's model recommends a 90-minute format for each of the three 
interviews, he also states that a shorter interview may be appropriate for younger 
participants (Seidman, 1998, p. 13-14). Since I was interviewing seventh grade students, 
I limited each interview to 45 minutes, and all students were able to sustain focus for the 
length of the interviews. I conducted most interviews within about one week of the 
previous interviews to "allow time for the participant to mull over the preceding 
interview but not enough time to lose the connection between the two (Seidman, 1998, p. 
14-15). However, there were three cases where scheduling interviews was difficult, so 
there was more than one week between interviews. 
Parent and School Administrator Interviews 
I interviewed thirteen parents (one parent of each student participant) and two 
school administrators on one occasion each; the interviews lasted about 45 minutes. The 
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interviews followed a semi-structure model of questioning; for a list of interview 
prompts, please see Appendix D. 
Data Analysis 
To analyze the interview data, I used a three-part sequence of developing 
participant profiles, conducting cross-case comparisons to analyze the data, and 
identifying thematic connections. I transcribed all interviews in their entirety, and I used 
the interview transcripts as the primary source for all analysis. 
First, I developed participant profiles based on the interview data. According to 
Seidman, "crafting a profile or a vignette of a participant's experience is an effective way 
of sharing interview data and opening up one's interview material to analysis and 
interpretation" (Seidman, 1998, p. 1 02). First, I used the text of the interviews to read 
closely and code relevant or interesting passages from each case. Next, I created 
participant profiles by coding the transcripts and organizing the data into categories; as 
much as possible, I tried to present the material in the order in which it appeared in the 
interviews. The participant profiles captured the voices of the participants rather than my 
interpretation of the material because the profiles kept all of the exact words of the 
participants (Seidman, 1998, p. 1 03). Unless it served the purpose of clarification, I did 
not include any data from the parent interviews in the participant profiles. I analyzed 
parent interview data during the thematic analysis phase. 
Second, I used the complete participant profiles to conduct cross-case analyses of 
the participants' experiences. I compared the profiles and identified commonalities and 
differences among the participants. At this stage, I started to identify categories for 
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analysis based on the frequency and specificity of student responses, and I examined the 
categories for consistency and relative strength among the profiles. 
Finally, I returned to the original interview transcripts to conduct a thematic 
analysis. During this phase, I listened to the interview recordings while I examined the 
interview transcripts. As I read and listened to the interviews, I classified data based on 
existing and new codes and categories and made connections between categories. I 
completed this process for interviews with student participants, their parents, and the 
Boston Latin School Headmaster and the director of the school's student support 
institute. 
Throughout this process, I kept codes and categories tentative to allow for 
combinations, separations, and revisions to the categories. Finally, I collected all 
excerpts for each category and culled the data for compelling themes. I identified five 
major themes from the data, and I analyzed these themes to draw conclusions about the 
factors that contribute to academic success among urban students. 
This three-phase approach to data analysis allowed for a comprehensive 
examination of the data. By using participant profiles, I captured the voices and stories 
of the student participants, and I was able to compare and analyze these participant 
profiles to identify the factors that contribute to academic success as reported by the 
students themselves. Additionally, by returning to the original transcripts from student 
participant interviews and by adding the transcripts from the parent interviews, I was able 
to conduct a comprehensive thematic analysis of all the data. This approach offered an 
additional layer of analysis for the student data and provided for new dimensions of 
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understanding and meaning to emerge from the parent data. Through this three-phase 
approach, I gained insight into the factors that contribute to academic success for the 
sample of students in this study. 
Research Design Chart 
Research Variables Data Collection Data Analysis 
Question Procedures 
What factors • Boston Latin School • Semi-structured, 45- • Thematic 
contribute to the students were the subject minute interviews Analysis 
academic success population. with the headmaster 
of Boston Public • Academic success, and director of student 
School students? operationally defined as support program. 
entrance and enrollment • Interviews will be 
into Boston Latin School recorded with a digital 
as a seventh grade voice recorder and 
student, was the variable transcribed by the 
of interest. researcher. 
What do Boston • Seventh grade students at • A series ofthree semi- • Participant 
Public Exam Boston Latin School structured, 45-minute Profiles 
School students were the subject interviews with each • Cross-case 
report as population. of the thirteen student Analysis 
contributing • Student reports of the participants. • Thematic 
factors to their factors that contribute ·to • Interviews were Analysis 
academic success? their academic success recorded with a digital 
were the variables of voice recorder and 
interest. transcribed by the 
researcher. 
What do the • Parents or guardians of • Semi-structured, 45- • Thematic 
parents or seventh grade students at minute interviews Analysis 
guardians of Boston Latin School with the parents of the 
Boston Public were the subject student participants. 
Exam School population. • Interviews were 
students report as • Parent reports of the recorded with a digital 
contributing factors that contribute to voice recorder and 
factors to their their child's academic transcribed by the 
child's academic success were the researcher. 
success? variables of interest. 
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Validity 
I used member checks, triangulation of data, and a specific interview model to 
enhance the validity of this study. First, I used use member checks or "respondent 
validation" to try to prevent "the possibility of misinterpreting the meaning of what 
participants say and do and the perspective they have on what is going on" (Maxwell, 
2005, p. 111 ). I conducted member checks both within and among the interviews 
through asking a question more than once, asking for clarification, restating, 
paraphrasing, and asking follow up questions. I used the feedback that I gathered from 
the member checks as further evidence to support the initial responses of student 
participants (Maxwell, 2005, p. 111 ). 
Second, I was able to triangulate some of the data by interviewing parents of the 
student participants. Although interviewing the students and their parents only provided 
two perspectives on the factors that contribute to academic success, adding the voices of 
significant adults in the student participants' lives served to increase the validity of their 
stories and experiences. Parent responses confirmed the statements made by students 
across a number of the themes. 
Finally, Seidman's three-interview model carried with it opportunities to enhance 
validity within the structure itself. The interview model "places participants' comments 
in context" and "encourages interviewing participants over the course of 1 to 3 weeks to 
account for idiosyncratic days and to check for the internal consistency of what they say" 
(Seidman, 1998, p. 17). Seidman states that the interview structure can help to build the 
validity within the study by helping participants "to make sense to themselves" (Seidman, 
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1998, p. 17). I found that students made connections themselves among the topics within 
all three interviews, and in many cases they offered their interpretations without 
prompting from the interviewer. 
Limitations of the Study 
As with any research study, this study has limitations. First, all study participants 
were volunteers. Students and participants who volunteered to talk about their 
experiences with academic success may have been eager to share their experiences with 
education and with academic success. Further, volunteers may have had more positive 
experiences than potential participant who chose not to volunteer. Therefore, the data 
collected from this study only represents the experiences and perceptions of a small 
group of voluntary participants; the findings may have been different if all potential 
participants were interviewed for the study. 
Second, given the small sample size within a specific population, the fmdings are 
not generalizable. Of the 69 potential student participants, only 13 students, representing 
roughly 19% of the potential sample, completed the interview series. Thus, the interview 
data likely fails to encompass the full range of experiences of students who are 
academically successful in the Boston Public Schools. While I believe that the fmdings 
of the study reveal compelling stories and insights that will be informative for educators, 
I recognize that the conclusions from this study cannot be transferred to a larger 
population. 
Third, the sample did not include a balance of male and female participants; ten 
female participants and three male participants completed the interview series. Since the 
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female to male ratio is greater than 3: 1, it is likely that the findings and analysis are 
biased toward the female perspective. 
Fourth, the interview process itself posed a challenge. As the sole interviewer in 
this study, it is possible that I unconsciously asked questions or introduced topics in a 
way that encouraged a specific type of answer. Additionally, it is possible that some 
participants may have mistakenly believed that I am connected to Boston Latin School. 
If this were the case and participants wanted Boston Latin School to have a good 
impression, then it is possible that student or parent participants provided social desirable 
answers or information that would reflect positively on them and their families, and they 
may have left out any information that would suggest areas of weakness, need, or 
uncertainty. If there are some data points that are not entirely accurate, then the findings 
and analysis might be incomplete or incorrectly interpreted. 
Fifth, student participants and their parent/guardians were only able to offer two 
perspectives on the factors that contribute to their or their child's academic success. A 
more comprehensive look at these factors would involve teachers and other adults (e.g. 
enrichment programs, church youth leaders, grandparents, siblings, caregivers, etc.) as 
well as peers who play a role in the formal, informal, and nonformal educational lives of 
these students. 
Sixth, data collection occurred exclusively during the summer and in non-school 
locations. While students were asked about their experiences in the classroom, their 
"summer mindsets" may have led to fewer in-depth conversations about significant 
learning experiences in the classroom and in their schools. While every student 
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participant was asked to recount classroom and school experiences, it is possible that 
being physically and mentally away from their schools resulted in fewer significant 
anecdotes and details about their school and classroom experiences. 
Finally, although I have attempted to be as thorough as possible in my review of 
literature, I recognize that it is likely that I have missed some research, theories, or ideas 
because the scope of factors that contribute to academic success is great. Findings and 
analysis that I present could appear different if examined through research perspectives 
missing from this dissertation. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 
Student Participant Information 
At the time of the study, student participants attended a Boston Public School for 
an average of 5.3 years, with 69% ofthe student participants attending a Boston Public 
School for 6 or 7 years. Seventy-eight percent of participants attended a Kindergarten 
through gth grade school and 22% attended a middle school (6th through 8th grade) for 
sixth grade. 
Student participants attended nine different Boston Public Schools for sixth grade. 
The table below lists the percentage of sixth grade students at each school scoring 
Proficient or higher on the 2011 MCAS. The percentage of 6th graders across the state of 
Massachusetts scoring Proficient or higher on the 2011 MCAS was 68% for English 
Language Arts and 58% for math. 
Table 3: 6th Grade 2011 MCAS Scores at Student Participants' Schools 
School Percentage of 6tn graders scoring Percentage of 6tn graders 
Proficient or higher on 2011 scoring Proficient or higher on 
ELAMCAS 2011 MATH MCAS 
A 69% 54% 
B 14% 10% 
c 71% 59% 
D 57% 75% 
E 61% 69% 
F 70% 60% 
G 56% 34% 
H 68% 54% 
I NA NA 
Source: http:/ /profiles.doe.mass.edu/ search/search.aspx 
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Of the total sample, female participants represent 77% and male participants 
represent 23%. The table below lists the percentage of student participants who 
identified with racial or ethnic groups. 
Table 4: Racial or Ethnic Identification of Student Participants 




Black/ African American 8% 
Other 15% 
Student participants who speak a language other than English at home represent 
38% of the total sample, and the parents of this 38% are immigrants to the United States. 
Students who were born outside of the United States represent 31% of the total sample, 
and all of the students within this 31% immigrated to the United States with their families 
within the past ten years. 
Eighty-five percent of the student participants live with both of their biological 
parents. Additionally, eighty-five percent of the student participants are either the first 
child in their families or the only child in their families. 
The table below lists the percentage of student participants who are the first child 
in the family, second or third child, only child, or a twin. 
Table 5: Birth Order of Student Participants 
First Child 46% 
Second or Third Child 15% 
Only Child 39% 
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Five major themes, with two to six categories within each theme, emerged from 
the interview data. The five themes are family involvement, persistence, reading, 
additional learning opportunities, and work strategies. 
Family Involvement 
All thirteen student participants shared information and anecdotes about their 
home lives that indicate family involvement in their school and learning experiences. 
Five categories within the family involvement theme emerged from the data. These 
categories are as follows: family support, family expectations, role models, homework 
structures, and learning together. Many parents also referenced elements of their parent-
child interactions that indicate their involvement in the academic lives of their children. 
Table 6 below identifies the specific students who spoke about each family 
involvement category. 
Student Family Expectations Role Models Homework Learning 
Support Structures Together 
1 X X 
2 X X X 
3 X X X 
4 X X X 
5 X X X X 
6 X X X X 
7 X X X 
8 X X X X 
9 X X X 
10 X X X X 
11 X X X X 
12 X X X 
13 X X X X X 
Total 11 10 10 8 6 
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Family Support 
Conversations about factors that have helped students to be successful revealed 
that most of the student participants believe that their family's support has directly 
influenced their academic success. In response to the question, "What do you think has 
helped you to be academically successful so far?" eleven student participants directly 
stated that the support of their parents has been a critical element in their academic 
success. Most students cited two or more things that they believe have contributed to 
their academic success, but in all eleven instances the student participants cited the 
support of family, and specifically, the support of parents. 
The following statements highlight interview data associated with the category of 
family support. Student 11 stated, "My parents especially help me" (Student 11 ). 
Student 13 stated, "I think maybe my parents. They have always been there for me" 
(Student 13). Student 10 responded, "There are so many different things. I think like 
never giving up, my mom helping me with homework and stuff' (Student 1 0). Student 4 
responded, "My family because ifl'm ever stuck on something they tell me how to do it" 
(Student 4). Student 2 reflected, "My family- Ifl fall back, they might catch me" 
(Student 2). Student 1 stated, "Umm, I think what really helped me is [academic 
enrichment program] and my parents. [ ... ]For my parents, umm, it's that they really 
care about me and they really make sure that I'm doing well" (Student 1 ). 
Student 2 indicated that the two most significant factors in his academic success 




Student: "Because he give me this life and he give me this wonderful brain- it's a 
big brain. Number two is my parents for putting too much pressure on me for me 
to excel in the Boston Public Schools" (Student 2). 6 
Student 5 stated: 
"Having parents who, umm, like honor principles or bow down to them. They 
always make me do schoolwork or homework. They are really good about 
working in general and I think yeah they're very persistent too, not as much 
as I am, but they are very persistent about schoolwork and working and being 
successful. (Student 5) 
Some student participants indicated that they regularly speak with their parents 
about school. Student 3 responded to the question, "What do you do when you get 
home?'' in the following manner, "At first I talk to my mom about like how the day went 
and stuff. And then I do my homework" (Student 3). When asked, "Do your parents ask 
you questions about school?" Student 6 stated, "My mom asks me how I am doing, so I 
tell her" (Student 6). Student 7 referenced a regular conversation that she has with her 
dad and commented, "My dad says, 'You need to be focused, I don't want you to get off 
track' and stuff like that, but he's all about me having fun. After the work is done, he's 
like, 'Go ahead, go out, have fun'" (Student 7). The comments of these students suggest 
6 Interview excerpts reflect the exact wording of students. Students 1, 2, 6, 9, and 12 are not native English 
speakers, and occasionally their word choices reflect that English is not their first language. For example, 
in the above excerpt, Student 2 stated that his family has been a significant factor in his academic success 
because they have put "too much pressure" on him . The words "too much" were stated in a positive, 
enthusiastic manner, which suggested that the student was highlighting the amount of pressure in a positive 
manner. lt is possible that a native English speaker would have used different words to convey the idea 
that the parents have encouraged him to excel. 
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that these students connect their parent's actions and support with their own academic 
success. 
The two student participants who did not directly state that their parents have 
been a factor in their academic success both offered anecdotes about the extensive work 
that they have each done with a parent, specifically their fathers, around research and 
additional learning opportunities. Therefore, it seems that although these two students 
did not identify their parents as a factor in their academic success, the data indicate that 
their parents have played an active role in their learning. 
Parents ' Expectations 
The question, "What do your parents expect from you?" elicited specific 
responses about perceptions of parental expectations from ten of the student participants. 
Student 2 discussed his family's expectations of him as follows: "They do not expect me 
to be like a failure. I have to at least get a job, get my own money, get a house, umm, an 
apartment" (Student 2). When the interviewer followed up with a question about what 
his family expects of him as a sixth grader, he stated, "Umm, probably all As. I have this 
uncle who really excepts [sic] me to get all As, and he really was disappointed when I got 
a B" (Student 2). 
Student 9 commented about his parents' expectations of him in the following 
way, "They expect me to study hard and create for myself. That's what they expect from 
me. To do well on my own" (Student 9). When asked to clarify what he meant by 
creating for himself, the student responded, "Well, basically, do things on my own. Start 
something by myself' (Student 9). 
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Student 13 described her parents' expectations by stating, "They expect that I'll 
do well in school and that I will go to college and hopefully have a good job and a family. 
They kind of have the same goals as I do" (Student 13). The interviewer asked the 
student to explain why she thought her parents wanted her to do well in school, and she 
responded: 
Well, there's [sic] a lot of reasons. Ifl go to college, then I will need good grades 
to get into college. And also then I will do well in Boston Latin, which is really 
good. So my parents have always wanted me to get good grades for a lot of 
things. And I have always wanted to get good grades by myself' (Student 
13). 
Student 8 made the following comments about her parents' expectations of her: 
I don't think my parents have certain goals set out for me, like, 'I want you to 
go to college and I want you to make a lot of money or whatever.' But I think 
they want me to make the right choices and do things that make me happy 
and that will help me out. Yeah, making the right choices. (Student 8) 
When asked the follow up question, "What do you expect from yourself?" Student 8 
replied, "About the same. I expect that I'll go to college, get a good job, work hard" 
(Student 8). It is interesting to note that Student 8 identifying going to college, getting a 
good job, and working hard as her own expectations. 
Student 10 described her parents' expectations for her as follows: "Do well in 
school. Do my homework. Study hard. Uhh. Pay attention. Listen to them. Choose the 
66 
right job- the one that's good for you. The one that you want to do, not forced to do" 
(Student 10). 
Student 12 stated, "[My mom] expects me to do [school work] really fast. ... The 
doctor.... If I need help, she expects me to ask the teacher and go to ask the teacher how 
to do it. lfl don't get it, she asks, 'Why didn't the teacher help you?"' (Student 12).7 
Student 6 and Student 4 both replied with statements exclusively connected to 
grades. Student 6 simply stated, "Umm, probably nothing lower than a C" (Student 6) 
and Student 4 said, "They expect me to get good grades" (Student 4). Student 3's 
response also addressed grades, and she explained a little further why she thinks her 
parents expect her to demonstrate her ability through good grades. She stated, "They 
expect me to do stuff they think I'm capable oflike getting good grades and they expect 
me to work hard and do all of my homework and do good work in school and umm, and 
help out around the house" (Student 3). When the interviewer asked a follow up question 
about whether her parents expect her to get all As, Student 3 responded, "They don't like 
pressure me to get all As. They don't necessarily pressure me; they just want me to get 
the grades that they know I can get. Like the grades that I've worked for and stufflike 
that" (Student 3). 
Student 7 stated, "They [my parents] have big dreams for me" (Student 7). When 
the interviewer asked the student to explain what she meant, the student responded: 
Umm, making lots of money. Not having to worry about anything because 
7 Student 12 is not a native English speaker, and some of her statements highlight her need for greater 
specificity with the English language. In the above statement, the student listed three things that her mother 
expects from her: to do her work quickly, to become a doctor, and to ask her teachers for help when she 
needs it. 
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they want me to turn out very successful and because my parents struggled. 
And they don't want to me to do that. They want me to be the opposite and 
not have to worry about anything and have everything paid in full. So I can 
just fly through everything. (Student 7) 
Ten of the thirteen student participants articulated specific expectations that they 
believe their parents have of them. Student statements highlight expectations for getting 
good grades, making good choices, going to college, or developing independence. 
Role Models 
The topic of role models provided deeper insight into a few of the reasons why 
the student participants view their families as essential elements in their own academic 
success. Students were asked to identify role models during the interviews, and ten of the 
thirteen student participants identified either a parent or another family member as role 
models. The students' associations between older family members and role models seem 
to suggest that these students live among people whom they admire and wish to emulate. 
Further, the student responses highlight the qualities of helping others and working hard 
as the main reasons why students admire these older family members. 
Five students described their parents or a grandparent as role models because of 
the way in which they treat others. In response to the question, "Who would you say are 
your role models?" Student 11 commented, "My parents and sister are also my role 
models" and stated that "they help me" as her rationale (Student 11 ). Student 4 stated, 
"Umm, my parents" (Student 4). When asked to explain why he identified his parents as 
role models, Student 4 said, "Umm, I don't really know. They're nice people and they 
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treat me good and stuff' (Student 4). Student 10 identified her mom as her role model 
and explained her choice with the following statements, "She cares for me. She does 
great things" (Student 1 0). 
Student 5 identified her mom as one of her role models, and she stated, "Because 
she helps me figure out all the stuffl'm supposed to do and she's just there for me 
whenever I need help" (Student 5). Student 8 stated, "[W]ell, one of my grandmothers, 
she is very caring. She's very smart, but somehow she fmds time for everybody. She has 
six kids and like 12 grandkids, but she always has individual time for everybody and she 
always manages to get everything done" (Student 8). These five students seem to 
perceive being kind as well as helping or caring for others as qualities that would like to 
emulate. Additionally, these student participants connect these qualities with their 
parents' or grandparent's behavior. 
Six students cited hard work, an interest in learning, or academic 
accomplishments when discussing their parents and another family member as role 
models. In response to the question, "Who would you say are your role models?" 
Student 9 stated, "My parents. They're hardworking people. They taught me a lot" 
(Student 9). Student 6 also identified her parents, and when asked why she chose her 
parents, Student 6 responded, "Cause they like work hard to try to get me and [my 
sibling] everything we need" (Student 6). Student 12 described her mom and her cousin 
as role models as follows, "My mom works so hard to keep her job and the house and 
feed us. And my cousin works hard to keep her grades up and do everything" (Student 
12). 
69 
Student 8 explained why she sees her dad as a role model by stating, "My dad was 
always the top of his class. He was always like an overachiever and he excelled" 
(Student 8). Student 13 cited attending college as the reason for her choice of her parents 
and other family members as her role models. She commented, "I'd say my old 
principal, my mom, my dad, basically most of my family are good role models. They've 
all gone to college. So I'd say my family is role models, so I have quite a few role 
models" (Student 13). Finally, Student 2 indicated that his older brother is his role 
model. When asked to explain his choice, Student 2 stated, "Because he is like a leader 
to me. He teaches the good things. [ ... ] He likes learning. He just loves school" (Student 
2). The comments that these six students made about their role models suggest that they 
perceive hard work, learning, and academic accomplishments as qualities to admire and 
emulate. 
Homework Structures 
At various points in the interviews, eight student participants referenced routines 
or structures within their homes that prioritize academics. Students mentioned homework 
routines as well as getting help from parents as ways in which their home lives supported 
academic success. 
One of the ways that students indicated that their families have routines around 
homework was by talking about whether or not their parents check their homework or set 
rules for completing homework. Student 1 stated, "Ever since I was little, my parents 
have been encouraging me to do all of my [home ]work" (Student 1 ). Student 7 stated, 
"My mom checks my homework every single night to make sure that everything is done" 
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(Student 7). Similarly, Student 11 commented, "[E]very night my mom asks if we have 
done our homework" (Student 11 ). Student 13 noted, "My parents just make sure I have 
my homework done and that I read at night even ifl watch TV" (Student 13). Similarly, 
Student 6 reported, "Usually homework comes first before watching TV or going 
outside" (Student 6). The above student quotations imply that homework is a daily 
priority in the homes of these students. 
Some students also discussed the fact that their parents are available to help them 
when they struggle with their homework. Students were asked if they ever struggled to 
completed their homework, and some students indicated that they will ask a parent for 
help when they struggle. Student 6 commented, "If I have any questions, they [my 
parents] are usually around to help" (Student 6). Student 11 stated, "Sometimes if we've 
had advanced math problems, sometimes I ask my dad for help" (Student 11 ). Similarly, 
Student 10 stated, "Well, sometimes the math can be really difficult and if I don't 
understand I ask [my mom], but that' s about it" (Student 10). Student 5 responded: 
"It depends on which [subject] it is. If it's math, I ask my dad. If it's ELA 
[English Language Arts], I ask my mom. And umm, I ask them what the question 
is asking me to do[ ... ] or [what] the word is. Once they explain that, I try to do 
it by myself, but if I still don' t understand, I ask them for further help." 
(Student 5) 
Student 8 responded to the question, "Would you ask any adults for help?" by stating, 
"Maybe my stepdad." She followed up by saying, "Probably like timelines- making 
them" (Student 8). 
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The comments about homework structures and homework support suggest that 
these students believe that completing homework is a priority in their households. The 
structures that the students mention indicate that the family has put some thought into 
how and when homework should be completed, and the comments about asking parents 
for help indicate that some of the student participants believe that the adults in their 
homes are both willing and able to help them complete their homework tasks as 
necessary. Both the existence of the homework structures and the indication of beliefs 
about parents helping with homework suggest that the messages about the importance of 
homework as well as the support for completing homework may influence academic 
success. 
Learning Together 
Finally, some student and parent participants discussed ways in which parents and 
children learn together. 
In response to the question, "Do either of your parents encourage you to do other 
things outside of school?" Student 9 stated, "Yeah, yeah. My dad is really close to me 
and we learned all this new stuff with math and science" (Student 9). When asked the 
follow up question, "How do you work with your dad?" Student 9 responded, "When I'm 
curious about something, he just says, 'Okay, let's do this.' In fifth grade I asked him 
about some Algebra 1 stuff and he showed me. We sat down multiple times and he made 
sure I got it" (Student 9). 
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Student 8 stated, "My dad helps me out a lot with my big projects and essays and 
stuff. And he really pushes me to go beyond what I think I can do" (Student 8). When 
asked to give an example of a project that she completed with her father, Student 8 said: 
There was one project in fourth grade when we had to create a character who 
lived in a region ofthe country and we had to write about what that 
character felt and what their lives were and I picked Ohio because I have a lot 
of family there so I kind of know about it. We found a specific address. We 
went there and found a bunch of stuffthat my country cousins do. Umm, we 
did a lot of research - like constantly researching like for different ... like, she 
was Irish, so different kinds of food that she ate, different traditions and 
everything. That was a very big project. (Student 8) 
The interViewer asked Student 8 what she learned from this project, and she responded 
that she had learned many new things about ways of life in a different time and location, 
but she also learned teamwork. She followed up that statement by stating, "It was a 
project where [my dad and I] really bonded over like our interests and trying to complete 
it and do the best" (Student 8). 
Two students referenced learning with their parents as something that occurs 
through their artistic endeavors. During a discussion about learning to play the piano, 
Student 13 stated, "Sometimes it's hard and sometimes it's easy. It depends on the piece. 
So it can be frustrating. Some weeks I am really good at practicing and some weeks I'm 
not. My parents nag me. My dad plays the trumpet and sometimes we do pieces 
together. And my mom is trying to learn to play the piano" (Student 13). In these 
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statements, Student 13 indicates that her father' s trumpet playing and her mother's piano 
playing occur alongside her own piano learning. Similarly, Student 11 stated that she has 
been playing violin for seven or eight years, and she stated, "My mom plays piano and 
she took the violin with me too. My sister plays concertina and my dad plays clarinet" 
(Student 11). Both student participants describe a communal effort to learn something 
new as an element within their families. 
Finally, in their discussions about reading, three students indicated how reading is 
a shared experience at home. When asked, "Do you read the paper?" Student 13 
answered, "Sometimes. On Sundays my mom will always get the paper and I usually 
read the comics or the magazine that comes with it. And sometimes I'll read an article or 
two if it's about the community" (Student 13). With these statements Student 13 
indicates that her mother provides a shared in-home learning activity, specifically getting 
the newspaper, on a weekly basis. 
Two other students mentioned that one of their parents helps them to access 
library books on a regular basis. Student 5 stated that she gets the majority of the books 
she reads from the library. Specifically, her mother helps her to order books from the 
Boston Public Library collection that she picks up at her local branch library. Student 5 
stated, "I usually see a book that I really like, or I hear about a recommended book. And 
I ask [my parents] to get it. Sometimes it's at school [that I see a book] often it's from 
friends" (Student 5). With these statements, Student 5 is both highlighting the fact that 
she discusses books with at least one of her friends and that her family routinely checks 
books out of the library. Similarly, Student 3 stated, "Well, my mom went [to the library] 
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yesterday. Like if we need a book from school, my mom will go. Yesterday, for 
example, I told her to pick out a couple of books for me. And I already read four out of 
the five of them. And I have liked them so far" (Student 3). Again, these statements 
suggest that reading is a shared activity and the parent supports the child by helping to 
acquire the books. 
Parent Responses Related to Family Involvement 
Parent Expectations 
Some parents discussed the expectations that they have for their children. 
The parent of Student 8 described his expectations as follows: 
Short term I expect her to keep trying her best at everything that she does. 
We kind of push her at it. When she' s done with a project, we look at it 
again and she does another draft. We try to get her to do her best right up 
until the deadline and move on with something else whether its schoolwork, 
or doing a project in the yard, or doing something with her grandparents and 
her cousins. Try to focus her and see if she can take another step farther, 
either in understanding or in research or reaching out or something. So we 
expect her to keep on doing her best. (Student 8 Parent) 
The parent of Student 10 described her expectations as follows: 
I guess I want her to be a really well-rounded person and to try her best. If 
she needs help to ask for it. To try and get the most out ofBLS in her studies 
but also in meeting friends and after school activities. To try out different 
interests and to see what works for her. To be happy. She has always been a 
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really curious kid and I don't want her to lose that. We go to museums. We 
try to talk to her and say that family is important too - it's not all work. You 
have to be a good citizen. Being involved as a world citizen but also that the 
idea of when you become an adult your job and career are important but 
friends and family are important. (Student 10 Parent) 
Parent of Student 3: 
I just want her to be happy, be successful. Like I said, I'm not overbearing, I 
am just here to support her. Make sure I help any way I can. And you know, if 
you ever need any help or advice I'm here, but you know, she's just the type, 
she's pretty much, she's on her own. She has her own mind and she's gonna 
do it, but she knows that she's got a good support system and she's got a 
mom and dad that will always be there for her. I just hope that [Boston] 
Latin school is a good experience for her. She's nervous and excited, but 
that's natural. But yeah, that's all I want, I want to see her do well. You know 
academically and be happy that's all- whatever happy is for her. (Student 3 
Parent) 
Parent of Student 12: 
Oh, the best! I heard this school is hard. This guy says if she go[ es] through 
Boston Latin, college will be easy for her. But I want her to learn to be 
successful, but I don't want her to stress out because healthy study is 
important. I think she is gonna do good. I don't want to see her struggling. 
I'm not going to force her. I think she's gonna do good. I never heard her say, 
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"Oh mom I can't." She always want to do best. And I, I take care of my 
kids by myself, so I want to see them do best in what I think. 
(Parent of Student 12) 
Some parents addressed the question by talking specifically about grades and academic 
attainment. The parent of Student 9 described her expectations for her son in the 
following way: 
First of all, education is more important so he has to come out with flying 
colors and he has to go to a good university. He has to get into one of the 
best universities here. He is interested in tech, so he has to get his degrees -
if he can go for a doctorate I would like him to do that. (Parent of Student 9) 
Similarly, the parent of Student 6 stated that she expects her daughter to earn all As; she 
stated, "Maybe around A. A+ or probably average A" (Parent of Student 6). 
The interview data from these six parents suggest that the parents have clear expectations 
for their children both in terms of academics and in terms of life. 
Family Support 
Some parents also indicated that they view family support as an important factor 
in the academic success of their children. When talking about factors that have helped 
her child to be successful, the parent of Student 7 stated, "I think she clearly has the 
support of her family behind her one hundred percent. She knows education comes first. 
It has been embedded since kindergarten" (Parent of Student 7). In a follow up 
comment, the same parent stated, "I have always stressed education because her dad and I 
were not able to finish our college degrees" (Parent of Student 7). In a similar discussion 
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about the factors that have contributed to his child' s academic success thus far, the parent 
of Student 3 responded, "I just think the support system at home, you know, I really do. 
You know, she's got a mom and dad who are very hands on, very interested, make sure 
she does her homework every night" (Student 3 Parent). Finally, the parent of Student 1 
stated: 
I always say to her something I learned when I was younger. . . . You always 
have to be close to the family and to yourself. And her mom and me, we today 
don't know what is going to happen tomorrow. So she understand that she has to 
do the things by herself. If we can help with anything and everything, she know 
that we going to be there. But the best part is that she already know that she has 
to do things by herself- the friends come and go. Boyfriends come and go, but 
she has to care about her and herself. (Student 1 Parent) 
The parent of Student 7 stated: 
I ask her the same thing every day, 'Hi honey, how was your day?' She tells 
me either in detail, or she says, 'And this happened. ' It is both - she and I 
have a wonderful dialogue - she knows she can tell me anything because I 
want to know anyway. I am open and honest. I am the one who gets more 
communication than my husband because we are together all the 
time. (Parent of Student 7) 
In response to the question, "How often do you speak to your child about school?" the 
parent of Student 3 discussed his interactions with his child about school in the following 
manner: 
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A lot because my wife works at night. Sometimes I give her advice. 
Sometimes she has a hard time taking advice. [ ... I am] trying to let her know 
how great of an opportunity this is. I went to [Boston] Latin for two years, 
and I wish I hadn't left. But I am trying to stress the importance of it, but I'm 
not someone who is over her shoulder all the time. I just try to point her in 
the right direction. I do stress the importance of being organized and getting 
stuff done early. (Student 3 Parent) 
Finally, the parent of Student 12 discussed how she talks to her child about grades in the 
following way, "I always look at her subject and if she doesn't have a good grade, I say, 
"[Student Name], if you have a hard time and you get the not good grade, ask [the 
teachers] how you can be better. And I always tell her that" (Student 12 Parent). When 
asked what other advice she gives her child, the parent responded, "Go to the teacher. 
Talk to the teacher. Ask for help before. [ ... ] Yeah, I think not be distracted by friends 
and stuff who disrupt the class" (Student 12 parent). 
The response that the parent of Student 5 gave to the question, "Where do you 
think she developed the interest in marine biology?" seems to indicate how she interacts 
with her child about future goals. The parent of Student 5 stated: 
It's always been an animal thing- at the beginning ofthe summer, she said 
marine biologist. And we were trying to get her into the aquarium camp. She 
told me just the other day, she really likes the sea, she likes conservation, she 
likes animals. Even at [Boston Latin School] she is looking to join some sort of 
conservation group. And she thinks marine biology pulls it all together and I said, 
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"What about swimming?" And she said, "Yeah." So I said, "Well, are you 
looking to, are you going to learn how to scuba dive? And she looked at me and 
said, "Oh yeah, I guess I would need to do that." And then we talked about 
Woods Hole and we talked about Scripps a bunch of different places. And I said 
you gotta keep your eye out. When you hear the word Woods Hole, your ears 
should perk up and listen to what they have to say. (Student 5 Parent) 
The parent of Student 8 described how he tries to encourage his daughter to seek 
out information beyond that provided by textbooks. He stated: 
We've tried a lot to motivate her- to look into things more deeply than the 
subject. We took an issue in the civil war, hopped in the car and went to 
Harper's Ferry in West Virginia. When she had to take a Boston historical 
figure, we went downtown and dug up everything we could about Mary Dyer, a 
scientist who was hung. (Student 8 Parent) 
While six parents spoke with specificity about how their families seek to support the 
academic experiences of their children, seven parents did not specifically reference 
family support as a factor in the academic success of their children. 
Summary of Parent Involvement Findings 
Thirteen student participants highlighted elements of family involvement during 
conversations about their academic experiences. Students referenced the support of their 
families, the expectations that their parents have of them, their older family members as 
role models, homework structures that prioritize academics, and learning new things with 
their parents. While every student did not speak directly about each of the above 
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categories, all students highlighted at least two of the categories related to the theme of 
family involvement 
Persistence 
During the interviews all thirteen students cited persistence or a belief that hard 
work pays off in the end as part of their approach to academics and as factors in their 
academic success. Additionally, some students reflected upon specific reasons for 
wanting to attend college, which highlighted a few of the reasons why they persist in their 
daily academic lives. 
Table 7 below identifies the specific students who spoke about each persistence 
category. 
Student Persistence Persistence in Hard Work Persistence 
Action Helps in the with College 
End and Career in 
Mind 
1 X X 
2 X X 
3 X X X 
4 X X X 
5 X X X 
6 X X X 
7 X X X X 
8 X X X 




13 X X 
Total 11 5 8 6 
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Persistence 
Eleven students identified not giving up or persistence as a factor in their 
academic success or a quality worthy of being emulated. When she was asked, "What do 
you think has helped you most so far to be successful academically?" Student 3 
responded: 
Just really never giving up because there were some points where I was done 
with school, I didn't want to try anymore. But then as I was thinking to 
myself, I was thinking that I couldn' t give up yet because I'm not even 
halfway through and had to keep pushing on. And I was patient with myself, 
like, if I felt like I needed more time to do something or if I was pushing 
myself too hard, I wouldn't necessarily give in, I'd just slow down because I 
wouldn't want to feel like I couldn' t do something. I would want to be more 
patient with myself and give myself time to like grow like whether it' s 
academically or with sports or with dance. I would want to just do the best I 
could and not push myself too hard. (Student 3) 
In response to the same question, Student 10 expressed a similar sentiment, "I think like 
never giving up" (Student 10). She also stated, "I try my best. Sometimes [school] can 
be a little bit challenging" (Student 1 0). 
When Student 2 was asked what advice he would give to younger students, he 
responded, "Dream big and never give up" (Student 2). When the interviewer asked him 
to explain why he selected those two statements, Student 2 stated, "Because some people 
when they dream small, they don' t get that much respect from other people. They are 
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like hated from some people. But if you dream big and you achieve your goals, people 
will respect you. They like ... you're like their king to them" (Student 2). The 
interviewer asked another follow up question about where the student learned to think 
that way, and the student answered, "Probably I learned that from John Cena [a wrestler]. 
He says, 'Never Give Up.'" 
Upon hearing that the student heard this advice from a wrestler, the interviewer 
asked, "What helped you make the connection between wrestling and academic goals?" 
The student responded, "Because he is very tough, he has never given in to anything. 
Even though how much they push him to the edge" (Student 2). Finally, the interviewer 
asked the student to explain how the characteristics of never giving up or giving in 
translates into going to school every day. To this question the student answered, "Well, 
sometimes school is hard due to the environment, but you should not be influenced. 
Never give up and let them take you away from who you really are" (Student 2). 
Student 8 reflected, "I feel like I already know what I can do, but I like seeing 
what else I can do and like normally I won't like push myself to do things I'm not very 
good at, but if somebody is pushing me to, I see what else I can do" (Student 8). 
Student 5 identified herself as persistent. She reflected, "I'm very persistent. I 
choose persistent because I bother people to get things and I go after things and I usually 
don't quit" (Student 5). When the interviewer asked, "Where do you think you learned 
that?" Student 5 responded, "My friend who moved to California, we used to say, 
"Never, never, never, never quit. We wrote it on shirts and we would wear it and we 
would say it all the time" (Student 5). 
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Student 7 stated, "I try at everything. I always try my best. I've never given up 
on my work. I always go back" (Student 7). In response to the follow up question, 
"What does it mean to never give up on your work?" Student 7 reflected, "It means if you 
get it wrong, you go back and look at it and if you get it wrong again, you still go back 
and look at it. That' s what it means to me" (Student 7). In a conversation about 
homework, Student 1 stated, "Sometimes [I feel tired and don't want to do homework] , 
but I still push myself to finish" (Student 1 ). 
Student 6 described herself as "hardworking - like, trying to get good grades and 
doing all of my class work or homework (Student 6). When asked what factors 
contribute to her academic success, Student 6 returned to the idea and said, "Umm, I 
think working hard is like a big part of it" (Student 6). Student 6 offered an example of 
her hard work when she stated, "Most of our homework is due the next day, so I just do 
it" (Student 6). 
When the interviewer asked Student 13 what she does if she cannot figure out the 
answer to a math problem, the student responded, "Usually, I'll ask a classmate because 
our teachers allow us to ask classmates a question unless it' s on a test. If they don' t 
know, I'll ask the teacher. Or if no one really knows the answer then I'll go look it up on 
the internet" (Student 13). The interviewer follow up by asking if she ever gives up on 
schoolwork, and the student answered, "On certain things, like if there was something on 
a test and I wouldn' t be able to ask anyone. Or I'll guess. I have given up on a few 
things like that but not usually" (Student 13). This student demonstrated that she uses 
multiple strategies before she gives up on an academic challenge. 
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Student 4 stated, "I try to get good grades, I try to do well in my classwork" 
(Student 4). When the interviewer asked the student to talk more about how he tries to 
get good grades, he discussed how he tries to stay focused in class: 
Uh, sometimes if it's really boring. Sometimes, umm, I just think of something 
else, but then I end up forgetting that I'm in class, I just stare out 
the window for a while. It just, I can't really concentrate that well if it' s really 
boring, but most of the time I try to stay with the conversation. (Student 4) 
Student 9 reflected on what he views as the role of a student, and his statements 
suggest persistence because he highlights his belief that the student is responsible for 
learning the material on his or her own. Student 9 stated, "Well, teachers just provide the 
information and they sort of provide a help for you. But you have to figure it out on your 
own. That's the point ofleaming- you have to figure it out on your own. You have to 
get it" (Student 9). The student' s words imply the need for persistence with learning new 
content or a skill. 
Persistence in Action 
In addition to the reflections on hard work and persistence as factors in academic 
success, five students offered specific examples of what actions they take when they 
persist with academic tasks. 
Student 3 reflected on the actions that she took when she earned a lower grade 
than she would have liked in her math class. Student 3 stated: 
Like one time in math for the first term in math I started off with an A, then in the 
second term I had an A-. So I knew that I was obviously doing something wrong 
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and I had to fix it. So in the third term I got an A again because I never really 
figured out what was wrong, I just worked even harder. (Student 3) 
The interviewer asked Student 3 to explain what she meant by "I just worked even 
harder" to which the student responded: 
Umm, I think it just, for me I tried to excel in all of the parts that my math 
teacher used to grade us on. Like, at first I felt like my work was off and I 
wasn't doing as well as I could, so I took even more time doing my homework 
and my work in class to make sure I got everything as well as I could do it. 
And then I started to think, 'Maybe I haven' t been participating enough.' So 
for questions I really knew the answers on, I did my best to raise my hand 
and show her that I knew what she was talking about. And then for questions I 
wasn' t so sure on, I still raised my hands to show her I had an idea. (Student 
3) 
With this anecdote, Student 3 illustrates her persistence. When she recognized that the 
grade she was earning was not meeting her own expectations, the student took specific 
action steps such as spending more time on her work and participating more often in class 
to try to change the situation. 
Student 4 shared one of the ways that he persists with challenging math problems, 
"Umm, sometimes ifl don't understand how to do [a math problem], I'll put it on a 
calculator and see ifl can figure out how to get the right answer myself' (Student 4). 
The student then told the interviewer that he thought his mother had told him about that 
strategy. When asked, "What do you do if you still can' t figure out the problem?" to 
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which the student answered, "I ask my parents or one of my classmates to see what it 
means" (Student 4). The student demonstrated a strategy that he uses to persist with a 
challenge as well as a desire to figure out the academic challenge on his own. 
The conversation then turned to asking for answers or giving answers to other 
students, and the student reported that other students ask him for answers. He stated that 
he would not just give a student the answer, but he "would try to help them figure it out" 
(Student 4). When asked why he would not give the answer, the student responded, "Just 
I want them to learn it themselves" (Student 4). With this follow up, the student 
emphasizes the idea of students, including him, persisting with and figuring out academic 
tasks on their own. 
In the following excerpt, Student 5 describes how she persists with writing 
assignments: 
Student 5: When you have a writing essay, you have one chance to do it and the 
teacher [ ... ] writes feedback. And he gives you a second chance to do it and if 
you put effort into it your grade goes up and if you don't your grade goes down, 
so you always use effort. 
Interviewer: Do you always do the follow up? 
Student 5: Yes. 
Interviewer: And why is that? 
Student 5: Because I want a better grade than I got and if I can if I can [emphasis 
in student's voice] raise my grade, I like to try. 
[ ... ] 
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Interviewer: Did you ever feel like it was frustrating to have to redo something? 
Student 5: Well, sometimes when I knew I messed up and I couldn't fix it because 
it was too late, I liked having the opportunity to fix it. Sometimes he surprised me 
by saying I did something wrong or I didn't do it by his standards. 
[ ... ] 
Interviewer: What did you do then? 
Student 5: Well, I asked the teacher for help. He puts feedback there and then he 
says how you should fix it and if you don't understand you ask him how you 
should fix it. And then he explains what he means in a way that you can 
understand. 
Interviewer: When can you meet with him? 
Student 5: After the 3rd period, which is lunch. 
In this excerpt, the student describes a structure in place that encourages students to keep 
trying to improve their work. Additionally, she notes that she likes to try to improve her 
work and she goes to meet with her teacher during lunch. 
Student 12 described persistence when she talked about teachers knowing when 
students put a great deal of effort into their work at school. She stated: 
You have to try your hardest [ ... ] they grade us on effort. When the teachers 
know the students, they can tell if this is their best piece or best effort. If you are 
good at a subject and don't try, that is bad effort, but if you are bad at a subject 
and you try, that is good effort. In ELA, good effort is when I am describing 
everything with a lot of sentences and showing that you understand it. Raising 
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your hands a lot and keeping your notebook up. (Student 12) 
When the interviewer asked the student to talk about when she persists with her 
schoolwork, and she stated, "Sometimes with projects that are really big or if I worked 
really hard on them, I feel proud. Because you are taking time out of your free time to do 
something for somebody else. You put everything into it so you feel proud" (Student 
12). 
When Student 7 asserted that "never giving up on your work" means "if you get it 
wrong, you go back and look at it and if you get it wrong again, you still go back and 
look at it" (Student 7), the interviewer followed up by asking, "If you go back, how do 
you know if it is wrong?" The student answered, "I check it." When asked how she 
checks her work, the student responded as follows: 
Well, we did algebra this year in math class, so I would just plug in the number 
and you do the multiplication or the division or whatever and you 
look at the number and you see if you get to the answer that you anticipated. And 
ifl didn't, I'd look back at it and see what I did wrong" (Student 7). 
Student 1 identified one action step that she has taken to persist in an academic 
task when she referenced choosing to prioritize academics over entertainment. Student 1 
mentioned that she tries to commit herself to doing school projects. The interviewer 
asked the student if she has to take any steps to remain committed to the project, and the 
student responded, "Sometimes I have to sacrifice television and electronics because I 
noticed that they do not let me - sometimes they use up my time because I tend to play or 
use it for a long" (Student 1 ). In this statement the student suggests that she stays with 
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the academic task rather than choosing television or video games. 
Hard Work Helps in the End 
The responses of some students suggest a connection between persistence in their 
schoolwork and academic goals such as good grades, college, or a good job. Some 
students indicated that they try to stay focused in class and complete their homework 
because they believe that their hard work will pay off in the future. 
The interviewer asked Student 6 student why she does her homework, and the 
student answered, "Umm, because it could affect my grades" (Student 6). Seeking to 
extend this idea, the interviewer then asked where she learned to think that way, and the 
student answered, "Umm, I don't know from my parents, I guess" (Student 6). Finally, 
the interviewer asked the student to describe exactly what her parents might say to which 
she responded, "Umm, to get good grades, you will get into a good college, and you will 
get a good job. I think I sort of inferred that from what they say" (Student 6). 
Some students referenced staying focused and paying attention in class as a 
choice that they make because they want to complete a task or set themselves up for 
success. Student 11 stated, "I feel like I don't get distracted easily and I kind of just like 
to get stuff done" (Student 11 ). When Student 4 mentioned that he pushes himself to stay 
focused in class, even when it is boring, the interviewer asked him why he pushes himself 
in this way. To this question the student responded, "Uh, I wanna get good grades and 
stuff[ . .. ] Umm, to get a good job and stuff when I get older" (Student 4). Again, the 
interviewer followed up and asked the student what he will have to do to get a good job, 
and he responded, "Uh, pay attention in school and get good grades and if I do that I 
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should be able to get a good job" (Student 4). 
Student 1 stated that she pushes herself to finish her homework even when she is 
tired. When the interviewer asked the student why she persists in this way, she 
responded, "Because I know that at the end it is going to all pay off and that it is going to 
be good for me" (Student 1 ). When she spoke of distractions in class, Student 1 had a 
similar response; she stated, "I try to focus on what I'm doing and not get distracted like 
that" (Student 1 ). In response to a question about why she pushes herself to stay focused 
in class, Student 1 responded that she thinks about the fact "that it's going to pay off at 
the end if I work hard" (Student 1 ). 
Student 5 talked about the idea of hard work paying off in the end in reference to 
her preparation for the Independent School Entrance Exam, the test that students take for 
admission to Boston Latin School. The student told the interviewer that she felt she had 
pushed herself harder than ever before when she prepared for the exam. When asked 
why she had pushed herself so hard during her preparation for the exam, she responded, 
"Because I knew my, some part of my future, umm, rested on what I did during the test. 
Because if I got into an exam school, I probably would get into a good college and have a 
good job and have a good rest of the life. So I knew my future depended on it" (Student 
5). When asked what it felt like to work that hard, Student 5 responded, "It was 
exhilarating and it was also kind of fun because I knew I was doing my best and I knew I 
was, and I was proud of myself for doing that" (Student 5). 
Student 7 talked about using flashcards as an example of how she believes that 
her efforts pay off in the end. In a discussion about how she prepares for tests, Student 7 
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stated, "So I just got in the habit of [using flash cards] and they're easier to study, and 
they're handier - you just carrying them around" (Student 7). When asked if she makes 
the flash cards in school, the student responded, "If I have study hall there [then I will 
make them at school]. If [the teachers] say I need to know these words, I will come home 
and do them on my own time even if they don't say you need to make flash cards" 
(Student 7). The interviewer asked the following clarifying question, "So, will you 
usually spend the time to make them even if it takes up a lot of time?'' to which the 
student responded, "Yeah, because it helps in the end" (Student 7). 
When Student 8 was asked what advice she would give to younger students, she 
stated, "Umm, I guess think about when you're doing it, like your homework, for 
example, think about how that will help you in the future (Student 8). In this statement, 
Student 8 suggests that thinking about how your efforts will help you in the future is a 
good motivator for persisting with academics in the moment. 
Student 3 reflected on the times when she found class challenging and she stated, 
"I tried as best I could to concentrate because I knew that they wouldn't teach us 
something if it wasn't important.[ ... ] I just always listened regardless of what we were 
doing because I knew it would be important" (Student 3). Here again, the student 
indicates the importance of staying focused on the immediate academic tasks because it 
will be "important" at some point. 
Persistence with College and Career in Mind 
Finally, a few student participants articulated why they view graduating from 
college as a worthwhile goal and an important step on a path to success. The student 
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reflections about why they want to go to college suggest that the students are motivated 
to persist and work hard in school because they believe that the end goal of earning a 
college degree or finding a stable career is worth the effort. 
In the following excerpt, Student 13 described the connection between her interest 
in attending college and her desire to become a marine biologist: 
I want to get a better education and I want to continue my education and 
usually if you go to college you can get better jobs. Especially because I want 
to be a marine veterinarian or something to do with marine life, so I would 
need to go to medical school for that. So, yeah, I would like to go to college. 
(Student 13) 
The language that the student uses to describe her rationale for attending college suggests 
that this student recognizes the connection between working hard for her education and 
achieving her career goal. 
Although Student 8 acknowledged that she is uncertain about what kind of job she 
would like, she explained why she feels that going to college can have a positive impact 
on her future. Student 8 described her thinking as follows: 
Well, I want to go to college. It's kind oflike a fantasy to go to college in New 
York City. And I don' t know what I want to be. Umm, I feel like I want to do 
something in the medical field, I just don't know what yet. [ ... ] Umm, I feel like 
when you go to college, you have more chances in life. You, ah, can have a better 
job and more experience and gain knowledge. (Student 8) 
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Similarly, Student 6 stated that she wants "to go to a good college and get a good job" 
(Student 6). Again, the students connect persistence in academics with "more chances in 
life" and job opportunities. 
Student 7 reflected on the experiences of her parents, who did not graduate from 
college, as her major motivation to go to college. Student 7 explained her thinking about 
college in the following excerpt: 
My parents didn' t go to college and I thought I was mostly disappointed with 
my dad because he went to an exam school. He could've gone to any college 
that he wanted to, but he didn't he didn' t do as well as he was supposed to 
and the same with my mom. When they met each other, they were in love 
and it was hard cause my mom lived in [town name] and my dad lived in 
[city name]. And it was hard going out on those late nights and meeting -
when do you do homework? When do you sleep? And then my mom, my 
grandma worked at [University 1] and my mom had a free ride to go, and 
she went to [University 2] for a year and she had to pay for it. And she 
couldn't pay for it anymore, and she was kicked out. And she couldn't go to 
[University 1] anymore. She said that was the worst mistake ofher life and 
she will never, ever forgive herself for that. (Student 7) 
Student 7' s reflection illustrates that she has spoken with her parents about their own 
school experiences and the challenges that they faced. Her words suggest that she 
recognizes the importance of staying focused on her own education and taking advantage 
of the opportunities that are available to her. 
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Student 9 stated, "What really motivates me to do well is that a couple of years 
from now I am going to be on my own. I'm not going to have any help. I'm going to 
have to do it all on my own. So, I really try to do well so I will do well in the future" 
(Student 9). 
Student 2 connected his willingness to persist in school to his belief that an 
education will offer him great opportunities. He reflected on the difference between his 
birth country and America as follows: "I am an opportunist, since I am from a poor 
country. There you are not free to be anything you want. [ ... ] You have to work really, 
really hard. But in America if you want to be a doctor, [you can achieve it.] It's very 
opportunist. You have to take the opportunity" (Student 2). The student highlights his 
reasons for wanting to do well academically and his willingness to push himself because 
he is motivated by the opportunities he has in America. All of the student responses 
related to college or career indicate that the student participants are oriented toward clear 
long-term goals. Their commitment to those goals likely motivates them to persist in 
their academic work on a daily basis. 
Parent Responses 
Three parents made references to the persistence that their children demonstrate. 
The parent of Student 1 0 stated, "I think she is strong willed. She can be stubborn in a 
good way and a not so good way. She doesn't give up easily on something that she really 
wants" (Parent of Student 1 0). The parent of Student 8 noted his daughter's persistence 
by offering an example of how she approached the Independent School Entrance Exam 
test preparation during the summer before sixth grade. He stated: 
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We told her all along in this process oftesting and getting into BLS that 
once she made up her mind [ ... ] that all we expected of her was that she 
do her best. And she kept trying- we're really proud of her. She pushed 
herself a lot - she gave up vacation last year and some other things to be 
in town to take tutoring. I didn' t want to do that. (Parent of Student 8) 
The parent of Student 5 reflected upon her daughter's approach to learning as follows: 
She remembers what she watches or reads and will continue to bring it up. Like 
the other day my mother-in-law was talking about roman numerals and we spent 
an hour in the car ride [ ... ] and then she came back to it and said, "Okay, C equals 
100." You know, she wanted to learn it. We spent about an hour talking about it 
in general. Her brother was done, but she came back and reviewed it for another 
halfhour. (Student 5 Parent) 
The parent of Student 11 also stated that she has had conversations with her daughter 
about sticking with something. 
And I think just really putting your nose to the grindstone and really getting 
in there and learning [something] and not making a decision about whether 
you like or dislike something until you've really gotten your feet wet was an 
important thing, umm to stick with it for a while. She had difficulties when 
she first started the violin and she wanted to quit, and I was like, "No, you start 
and you do at least a year or two and you figure out then. You know once it 
makes sense to you whether, then you can decide you know, what to do. But 
not before you've obtained some level of competency when you decide 
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whether this is something you can do but you don't want to do." (Parent of 
Student 11) 
Summary of Persistence Findings 
Thirteen students cited some element of persistence in their interviews. The 
student references to persistence ranged from talking about pushing themselves to 
complete homework, to using strategies to persist with a math problem, to putting in extra 
effort with a belief that it will pay off in the end, to seeing persistence as a necessary 
quality for a successful education and career. Two parents confirmed that their children 
demonstrate persistence, and one parent indicated that she has spoken with her child 
about the importance of persistence. 
Reading 
During the interviews, all thirteen participants discussed experiences with 
reading, and all student participants demonstrated a familiarity with reading that seemed 
to extend beyond the classroom. Twelve of the thirteen students indicated a positive 
relationship with reading, and one student suggested some hesitance about reading. Ten 
students stated that they enjoy reading, eight students spoke with specificity about the 
types of books and genres that they enjoy or strategies that they have learned, seven 
students spoke about reading as a free time activity, and six students identified 
themselves as readers without any prompting. Further, parents affirmed the student 
participants' interest in reading in a few different ways. Some parents identified the 
student participants as readers, some parents referred to their own or their spouses' 
reading habits as potential impact on their children's habits, and some parents indicated 
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that their children demonstrated a natural proclivity for reading at an early age. Finally, 
one of the school administrators discussed the influence of reading on school 
achievement. 
Table 8 below identifies the specific students who spoke about each reading 
category. 
Student Enjoyment of Speaking with Choosing Self-
Reading Specificity Reading as a identifying as 




3 X X X 
4 X X X 
5 X X X 
6 X X X 
7 X 
8 X X X X 
9 X X 
10 X X X 
11 X X X X 
12 X X 
13 X X 
Total 10 8 . 7 6 
Enjoyment of Reading 
Ten of the thirteen student participants stated that they like to read. One of the 
three students who did not explicitly state that they like to read stated that he chooses to 
read as a free time activity and another student spoke with specificity about reading. 
Two of the student participants expressed the reasons why they like reading in 
similar ways. When asked, "What do you like about reading?" each participant 
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referenced feeling a connection with the characters and the story. Student 3 responded, 
"[I] just like becoming part of a new environment. Because when I read I don't feel like 
I'm myself, I feel like I am there with the characters[ ... ] once I get into the book I feel 
like I am one of the characters and become part of the story" (Student 3). Similarly, 
Student 13 stated, "The author just connects you with the characters so well that you feel 
like you are there" (Student 13). Both students expressed enjoyment in becoming 
engrossed in the actions of the characters of a book. 
Speaking with Specificity about Reading 
Eight students spoke about gemes and specific books in response to questions 
about what kinds of books they read. The ease with which these students identified geme 
preferences, titles, and reading strategies suggests that these students have developed 
familiarity with reading options and self-awareness as readers. Additionally, their 
comments indicate that at least some of their reading experiences occur outside of their 
classrooms. 
Student 9 responded to the question, "What do you typically read?" with the 
following statement, "Now, I am starting to read classic books like The Adventures of 
Tom Sawyer and those kinds of books" (Student 9). When asked how he became 
interested in classic books, Student 9 reported, "Well, when I was training for the ISEE 
[Independent School Entrance Exam], my tutor recommended that I should read some 
good books and he recommended [The Adventures of] Tom Sawyer. I read the book and I 
really liked it, so I just started looking at other classics. I read a couple of classics" 
(Student 9). Student 9's statement, "I really liked it" suggests that he enjoyed reading the 
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books, and his follow up statement, "I just started looking at other classics" indicates that 
he became motivated to seek out more reading opportunities on his own. Both of these 
statements suggest that the student has self-awareness as a reader. 
When the interviewer asked Student 13 about reading, the student answered with 
the following statements: 
I do like to read, especially when I get a good book. Like, have you read the 
Hunger Games? They're amazing. Those were like my favorite books. My best 
friend LJ had mentioned them to me. I read all three. [ ... ] I liked Harry Potter. 
I liked the Percy Jackson series and the Kane Chronicles, which he [the same 
author] also wrote. So I like a lot of those types of books. I like fictional books. 
I like to read some nonfiction, like there were ones that I do really like. A lot of 
fantasy or fiction that's what I like to read. (Student 13) 
These statements suggest two elements about the student's relationship with reading. 
First, Student 13 not only stated that she likes to read, but also, without any prompting, 
she identified four specific titles and three genres that she enjoys. The ease with which 
she came up with those titles and genres suggests that reading is something that she 
thinks about often, perhaps as part of her daily life. Second, when she stated, " My best 
friend L_] had mentioned them to me," the student identified a social connection to 
reading. She indicated with that statement that she has at least one friend with whom she 
has spoken about reading. Additionally, because she seems to be speaking about books 
that she has read on her own, it appears that Student 13 has exposure to books outside of 
her English Language Arts classroom. 
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Student 5 listed the types of books she enjoys in the following statements: 
"Almost every kind of book, but I don't like the horror ones because they keep me up. 
[ ... ] N on:fiction, fantasy, fairy tales, the Warrior Series, The Seeker Series, a book that I 
found from my summer reading list- Children of the River" (Student 5). Similar to 
Student 13, Student 5 listed both genres and specific titles in her response, which implies 
that reading for fun is an activity in which the student engages regularly. Additionally, 
this student referenced her summer reading list as a source for her book choices; when 
the interviewer asked a follow up question about how far along she was in her five 
required summer reading books, Student 5 answered, "Finished." 
Student 10 identified science and animals as one of her interests and stated that 
she read a number of books about animals. In response to the follow up question, "Do 
you read any books about science outside of school?" the student stated, "Well, I've read 
so many books. [ ... ] I have read those kinds of books -just plain, straightforward facts 
about animals[ ... ] Like, I'm not really much with biographies, but I like nonfiction and 
fiction. [ ... ] Oh, another thing I didn't mention that I like about reading is that we read 
books in school" (Student 1 0). These statements suggest that the student believes she 
reads a great deal of books, and she has an awareness of her likes and dislikes in terms of 
books. 
Student 4 indicated that he frequents his local library, and the interviewer 
followed up with a question about what kinds of books he gets at the library. In response, 
Student 4 stated, "I usually get these Japanese animation books called, Manga. It's in 
English, but you still read it backwards like the start of the book is on the back" (Student 
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4). When asked where he learned about the series, Student 4 responded, "I used to watch 
cartoons that were mostly Manga, and then I came to the library one day and I saw books 
that were the same series" (Student 4). This statement indicates that Student 4 identified 
a reading interest from watching television, and then he found a way to foster that interest 
into reading because he frequents the library. 
Student 8 responded to the question. "What do you read?" with the following 
statement, "Right now, I am reading this book for my summer reading, The Chocolate 
War. [ ... ] It' s kind of a mysterious and eerie book. So, I do read a lot. [ ... ] We have to 
read 5 books [for summer reading]. I finished those- [The Chocolate War] is actually 
my sixth book. And I think we're going to the library today to get some more books" 
(Student 8). In these statements Student 8 offers two specific adjectives (mysterious and 
eerie) to describe a book without prompting, and she indicates that she is choosing to read 
more than the required number of books assigned by her new school. 
Student 7 responded to a question about her activities at a summer program by 
discussing a specific approach to reading that she learned in that summer program. 
Interviewer: How long is [the summer program]? 
Student: "Six weeks. There' s a graduation. We read a book. We dissect a 
book actually." 
Interviewer: "What book?" 
Student: "Before We Were Free by Julia Alvarez." 
Interviewer: "What's it about?" 
Student: "It' s about a girl in the Dominican Republic around 1960 when 
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Trujillo was in rulership and her dad is planning to kill him, to over throw 
him. And it's about her struggles." 
Interviewer: "Tell me a little more about, you said you dissect the book." 
Student: "Yeah, we dissect the book. You can see here [showing book to 
interviewer]. We mark this up." 
Interviewer: "Do you read for homework?" 
Student: "Yeah." 
Interviewer: "What kinds of questions do you raise or do your teachers 
raise?" 
Student: "We do literature circles and there's four people and we each need 
to do a part and need to bring in stuff and that's how we start the discussion. 
And sometimes we do fishbowl discussion, which is half the class goes in the 
middle and talks about a certain question that the teacher comes up with. 
Yeah, so you need to be on track." 
Student 11 responded to the question, What books did you read [in English 
Language Arts]?" with the following statement, "We read Red Scarf Girl by Ji-li Jiang. 
It's about the Chinese Revolution." Student 11 also stated that she liked the book and 
followed up by stating, "There weren't really any dull moments in it" (Student 11 ). 
One additional indication of self-awareness emerged from Student 7's comment 
that, "[T]his is the hardest summer because I have 5 [Boston] Latin books to read and I 
can't focus on two books at the same time, so I need to wait until this [summer academic] 
program's over to start them" (Student 7). This statement suggests that Student 7 
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understands herself as a reader well enough to know that she needs to devote her entire 
attention to a single book at a time. This awareness is a first step in understanding what 
one needs as a reader to be successful. 
These eight students demonstrated through their comments a familiarity with 
multiple genres and title as well as an awareness of their reading interests. 
Choosing Reading as a Free Time Activity 
Seven students specifically stated that reading is something that they choose to do 
when they have free time. 
One student indicated that she chooses to read even when she has an opportunity 
to socialize with other students. For example, the interviewer asked Student 3 what 
happens during weekly study hall in school. The student responded, "Well, some kids 
play games, but I do my homework. Ifl don't have homework, I just read" (Student 3). 
Not only does Student 3 indicate that she will read if she is finished with her homework, 
but she also suggests that she opts to read over playing games with other students during 
her free time. 
When Student 4 was asked, "How often do you read a book for fun?'' he 
responded "A lot" (Student 4). The student also stated that in addition to doing 
homework after school, he will often read for fun (Student 4). Student 11 responded to 
the question, "What do you like about reading?" by stating, "I like it as a pastime" 
(student 11). Additionally, in response to the question, "What do you like to do when 
you are not at school?" the student stated, "I like to read" (Student 11 ). 
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Student 8 stated, "I like to read[ ... ] I read a lot," when asked what she does in her 
free time. When asked how many books she had read over the summer, Student 8 
responded, "More than 1 0" (Student 8). Student 5 made the following statements during 
her interviews: "sometimes when everybody is making dinner, I read a book[ ... ] some of 
the work we do [in class] I already know because I read books about history and I am 
always interested in history" and "usually, [during free time,] I just like to fmish the 
independent reading book that I have (Student 5). 
When asked what she liked to do on weekends, Student 6 reported, "I like to start 
the computer- surf the web. My mom thinks it's good for me to wash the dishes and do 
things around the house. I also like to watch TV and read" (Student 6). 
Finally, when asked, "How much time do you spend reading over the summer?" 
Student 2 answered, "Probably like two hours a day" (Student 2). All of these statements 
indicate that students perceive reading as an activity that they choose when they have free 
time. 
Self-IdentifYing as a Reader 
Six of the thirteen student participants initiated a conversation about reading by 
identifying themselves as readers without any prompting from the interviewer. In each of 
the six cases, students responded to general prompts about themselves as students with 
specific statements about their identity as readers. In addition to the six students who 
identified themselves as readers without prompting, another six affirmed that they like 
reading in response to a question about reading. 
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Student 3 responded to the question, "What is your favorite subject?" with the 
following statement, "I like ELA [English Language Arts] partly because I'm a really fast 
reader and I enjoy reading" (Student 3). Student 6 responded in a similar manner stating, 
"I think ELA [is my favorite subject] because I like to read" (Student 6). These students' 
statements reveal two distinct connections between academics and liking to read. First, 
one student identifies that the reason she likes English Language Arts is that she reads 
fast. The statement suggests that her facility with reading helps her to access the material 
in English Language Arts and to allow her to enjoy the content. Second, both students 
equate reading with enjoyment and connect something that they enjoy doing to a favorite 
subject. 
Similarly, in response to the prompt, "Tell me about yourself as a student," two 
students immediately mentioned reading. Student 11 stated, "Umm, I like to read a lot. 
So I like English a lot" (Student 11). Student 10 also responded to the prompt by saying, 
"I like to read" (Student 1 0). Choosing to talk first about reading when describing 
oneself suggests not only that these students enjoy reading but also that the students see 
reading as an essential part of their identities. 
In response to the question, "What do you like to study?" Student 12 stated, "I 
like to read, but I don't like to write a lot because it's boring. I like to study social 
studies" (Student 12). This statement indicates both that the student likes to read and that 
the student associates reading with studying. The student is also drawing attention to 
what she does not like: writing. When the interviewer asked the following follow 
question, "What do you like about social studies?" Student 1 responded, "I like to read 
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about it, but when I don't understand it I don't get it at all" (Student 12). Again, the 
student clearly identified her enjoyment of reading but simultaneously indicated that 
reading can be challenging for her. 
Finally, when the interviewer asked Student 8 to think of three adjectives to 
describe herself, one of the adjectives she chose was "Ieamy". When asked to explain 
what "Ieamy'' meant, Student 8 responded, "Umm, I like to learn. I like to read books. I 
like learning" (Student 8). These statements suggest that the student sees reading and 
learning as important elements of her identity. 
Outlier 
One of the thirteen participants expressed ambivalence about reading. When 
asked, "Do you like reading?" Student 1 responded, "Umm, sort of." When the 
interviewer followed up by asking about summer reading, the student responded, "Umm, 
there's four books that I have to choose to read from the (summer reading] list. But, I 
have to either read like everybody that's going to Boston Latin has to read either The 
Chocolate War or Stargirl, and I'm reading The Chocolate War" (Student 1). 
Parent Responses Related to Reading 
Eight of thirteen parent participants referenced reading at various parts of their 
interviews. Five parents did not specifically discuss their child's reading in the 
interviews. 
In five instances, parents identified student participants as readers. For example, 
the parent of Student 5 offered the following comments when the topic of reading came 
up in conversation: "She's a voracious reader. She avoids life by reading" (Student 5 
107 
Parent). Similarly, when asked to describe her son, the parent of Student 4 stated, "He 
really loves to read. [ ... ] I might read 3 or 4 books at a time and [my son] does the same 
thing. [ ... ]He will be done with six books in two days" (Student 4 parent). The parent of 
Student 6 stated about her daughter, "She only like[s] reading" (Student 6 parent). The 
parent of Student 3 responded to the prompt, "Tell me about your child" with the 
following statements: 
"Umm, well, the first thing she loves to read. [She is an] unbelievable reader. 
As a matter of fact, sometimes I feel like she does a little bit too much 
reading. [ ... ] She can go through a book with amazing speed - and the key 
thing is that she understands what she' s reading which is great" (Parent of 
Student 3). 
Finally, the parent of the one student participant who did not express great enthusiasm for 
reading stated, "She likes to read." (Student 1 Parent) 
The parent of Student 4 answered the question, "What do you think has 
contributed to your son's academic success so far?" in the following manner: 
"It' s hard to say. I am so lax- I'm a procrastinator. I do think he should chill 
out when he comes home from school. I think a huge part of it is that I read to 
[my son] an awful lot - at least two books a night from the time he was born. 
Then he was able to read on his own. He found out that he really loved to read. 
He had early intervention for speech and [the speech therapist] said, ' I would love 
to do a vocabulary test on him because he would be through the roof.' [I think 
that's a] huge basis [for his academic success]- He really loves to read but he is 
108 
not studious. You have to push him to study. We go to the library about once a 
week. I like to pick books up for him. He likes those anime Japanese books - but 
it's reading. He will be done with six books in two days. (Student 4 Parent) 
Similarly, the parent of student 5 answered the same question in the following manner: 
Well, definitely that she really, really, really enjoys reading. Bar none. I don't 
care what she's reading, she enjoys it- it's like read, read, read. And even the 
principal made a comment when we were talking about the differences in test 
scores. She said, 'The difference here is that these kids are voracious readers and 
it's all about reading.' And I agree with that because our son struggles a bit. 
You know he does okay in science and math, but he struggles with reading and 
spelling because he doesn't read very well. She is a voracious reader. (Parent of 
Student 5) 
Five parents referenced interactions or the reading habits of themselves or the 
other parent in connection with their child's interest in reading. In response to the 
question, "Do you have any sense of where your daughter developed the motivation to 
work hard?" the parent of Student 8 responded, "Her mother has been reading with her 
since the day she was born. Her mother has books stacked to the ceiling" (Parent of 
Student 8). The parent of student 6 stated, "Her father study hard. [He] uses the brain to 
study. Every day he read the papers - research papers" (Parent of Student 6). The parent 
of Student 4 also made the following statements about reading, "I wasn't a big reader. 
The nuns told me I was dumb. Now I love to read. I might read 3 or 4 books at a time 
and my son does the same thing. That is a good skill" (Parent of Student 4). The parent 
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of Student 5 responded to a question about where her daughter developed her interest in 
reading with the following statements, "Her father is a voracious reader, but a very slow 
reader. He will tell you that he came to it late" (Parent of Student 5). The parent of 
Student 9 reported: 
His dad is the kind of outstanding in all his activities. He pushes him to be 
more than the standard of the school. [He] pushes him to read the 
newspaper, go to the library, read books. [ ... ] They talk about markets and 
economy and read the newspaper (on laptop). [ ... ] Nowadays I see his trends 
is more reading the news and how the Microsoft and Facebook CEOs formed 
companies. (Parent Student 9) 
When asked, "How old was she when she learned to read?" the parent of Student 3 
responded, "A pretty young age. I think we started noticing about second or third grade 
how good a reader she was, so I would have to say right around that age. But it was pretty 
early, I can't remember the exact age when she learned to read" (Student 3 Parent). The 
parent of Student 5 answered the same question as follows: 
She was reading really early. She wasn't a prodigy, but she was reading really 
early. When she got to kindergarten it was only her and one other girl that read 
and they had to pull them out and give them special services, to keep them 
motivated. And they are both going to BLS, interestingly enough. Oh, she was a 
big reader- constantly. And my husband read a lot to them. If you said, "Spell 
cat." She would jump right in and her brother would wait long enough for her to 
spell it. Huge reader- gosh, from the time she was two or so. Early learner, 
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early reader. (Parent of Student 5). 
The parent of Student 11 also indicated that her child had learned to read early. 
She learned to read really easily. She never understood phonetics. She just 
reads by sight recognition of words. And she did that right from the 
beginning. We never sounded out anything with her. She just got it right 
away. All you had to do was say the word once and she got it based upon 
what it looked like. (Parent of Student 11) 
While one student did not express a strong positive interest in reading, her father 
reported, "She's likes to learn, she likes to do math, she likes to study, she likes to read" 
(Student 1 Parent). 
As a part of a conversation about factors that contribute to academic success 
among urban students, an administrator Boston Latin spoke about personal experience 
with children reading: 
In the ELA side, I think that, I just feel personally I mean my kids love to read, 
which is just great. And I think the more kids love to read, the better their 
writing is, the better their vocabulary is, obviously the better their 
comprehension is. lfl had to pick one thing, but it's really hard to ... I should 
say, one really loves to read and one does it because she has to ... and it's hard 
because I just see how the one who really loves to read, how much his 
vocabulary is enriched and his imagination is enriched and so, I don't know 
how as a teacher you excite kids to be able to read, but it would seem to me 
that's the number one piece. We are fortunate in both of the schools that 
111 
they have attended that they have a library that they can go down and get 
books every week. I just think that all reinforces it. (School Administrator 1) 
Summary of Reading Findings 
Twelve of the thirteen student participants expressed a positive relationship with 
reading through at least one of the following topics: self-identifying as readers, speaking 
with specificity about their reading, identifying reading as something they choose to do in 
their free time, stating that they enjoy reading, and describing the reasons why the like to 
read. One outlier expressed ambivalence about reading; however this participant's father 
indicated that she enjoys reading. Five parents identified their children as readers, five 
parents talked about their own or their spouse's reading habits in connection with their 
child's interest in reading, and two parents indicated that their children learned to read at 
an early age. Finally, a school administrator at Boston Latin discussed the importance of 
reading as it relates to academic success. 
Additional Learning Opportunities 
A fourth theme that emerged from the data is additional learning opportunities, 
and the categories of test preparation and extracurricular experiences both fall within this 
theme. All thirteen student participants prepared for the Independent School Entrance 
Exam (ISEE) through private or group tutoring, and eleven of the thirteen student 
participants are involved in at least one organized activity outside of school hours. Both 
of these fmdings suggest that additional learning opportunities may contribute to 
academic success for urban students. 
112 
Table 9 below shows the students who participated in ISEE test prep and 
extracurricular activities as well as students who spoke about the influence of 
extracurricular activities on their academics. 
Student ISEE Test Extracurricular Influence of 
Preparation Activities Extracurricular 
Activities 
1 X X X 
2 X X 
3 X X 
4 X 
5 X X 
6 X X X 
7 X X 
8 X X X 
9 X X 
10 X X X 
11 X X X 
12 X X 
13 X X X 
Total 13 12 6 
!SEE Test Preparation 
All thirteen student participants completed some form of organized test 
preparation before taking the Independent School Entrance Exam (ISEE). A student' s 
score on the ISEE, in conjunction with a student' s grade point average, is used to 
determine admission to Boston Latin School as well as the other two Boston Public Exam 
Schools. 
Four students participated in a summer program sponsored by the Boston Public 
Schools, another five students participated in school-based preparation programs, and 
four students participated in private or community-based test preparation programs. The 
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summer program sponsored by the Boston Public Schools as well as some of the school-
based and community-based programs are free; other test preparation programs charge 
tuition. All of the preparation programs occurred outside of school hours, and the 
timeframes of the programs ranged from two full weeks in the summer to once a week for 
six to eight months during the school year. 
Extracurricular Activities 
Twelve of the thirteen student participants take part in afterschool programs, 
summer enrichment programs, music or dance lessons, or organized sports. The one 
student who reported no participation in extracurricular activities suffers from a chronic 
disease that seems to have prevented the student from participating in sports and other 
activities. 
Influence of Extracurricular Activities 
Five student participants referenced extracurricular activities when talking about 
their academic achievements and goals. The other eight students did not indicate a 
connection, either positive or negative, between their extracurricular activities and their 
academic success. If student participants raised the topic of the influence of 
extracurricular activities on academics, then the interviewer asked questions about this 
connection; otherwise, the interviewer did not ask students about whether these activities 
have influenced their school work. 
When the interviewer asked Student 6 when she fust starting thinking about going 
to college, Student 6 stated, "This year because of [name of after school program]" 
(Student 6). Student 6 stated that she talks about college life, what it takes to get into 
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college, or alternatives to college at least once a week in the after school program. When 
asked why she thinks that the after school program invests its time in the topic of college, 
Student 6 stated, "I think they hope we go to college" (Student 6). Student 1 also talked 
about the influence of an academic enrichment program on her thinking about college. 
She stated, "I think what helped me is that [the academic enrichment program] really 
teaches me what college and education really means. What is the difference between a 
good education and a bad education" (Student 1 ). These two students indicated that the 
after school programs have helped them to think about college and education itself, and it 
seems that their participation in the after school programs has resulted in a greater 
awareness of college as an educational goal. Therefore, it seems that participation in the 
programs may play a role in the academic success of these two students. 
Student 13 stated that she has learned a great deal about herself from her 
extracurricular activities. As a follow up question, the interviewer asked, "Do you think 
your outside activities have had an influence on your success in school?" The student 
responded to this question with the following statements: 
Well, the one thing that I know is that they do help me with time management, 
and they also make me stay strong and help and so then I don't get sick as easily. 
And urn, although I get sick usually just from school. Yeah, definitely, like 
especially if I've got a project due, they will help me take my mind off of it and 
won't be stressed out" (Student 13). 
The statements of Student 13 indicate that she feels that she has learned to 
manage her time better because of her participation in extracurricular activities. Time 
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management, as highlighted in the findings about Work Strategies below, seems to play a 
role in the academic success of many of the student participants. Additionally, Student 
13 cited physical health and a reduction in stress as benefits of participation in 
extracurricular activities. 
Student 10 identified the connection between her extracurricular activities and her 
academic success when she stated, "My music teacher told me that if you have an extra 
challenge it helps you work more in school. I guess it kind of does" (Student 1 0). When 
the interviewer asked Student 10 to be more specific about how her activities help her in 
school, Student 10 stated: 
I guess extra sports helps you with gym. It also helps you focus more. Because if 
you focus on a sport and you have to learn to work your brain and you focus in 
school more. And then like piano you learn to read music and it can help you in 
math I guess because it's similar. I guess like in math has different symbols and 
equations and so does music, and you can focus on different things. (Student 1 0) 
These statements highlight two ways in which additional learning opportunities have 
helped the student in school. First, she made a connection between practicing focus in 
sports and being about to focus in school. Second, the student indicated that learning 
music involves some of the same skills involved in learning math, which can be helpful 
for learning in both areas. These connections highlight two skills, the ability to focus on 
a specific task and the ability to transfer knowledge from one activity to another, that can 
benefit student success both inside and outside of the classroom. 
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Student 8 spoke with great detail about her participation in extracurricular 
activities, so the interviewer asked, "So, do you think that what you learn in your outside 
activities translates into your academics?" Student 8 stated, "Yeah, in a way" (Student 
8). When asked for an example, Student 8 responded, "Umm, I used to play the guitar. 
This parent taught me from my school. We used to go there after school. Umm, like, it 
took a lot of focus and trying over and over to get the notes right, to memorize it, to 
focus, and to get the work done" (Student 8). 
The student continued and started to talk about her dance workshop as well. She 
stated, "[I]n our dance workshop we went over it and over it and we really stayed focused 
and we played later and had breaks. And like umm, if we got a certain amount of the 
piece done, we could take a break and relax" (Student 8). When the interviewer asked 
the student how this connected to school, the student stated that it helped her to stay 
focused. She also stated, "I like getting my work done at school so I can have free time 
at home" (Student 8). These statements by Student 8 reinforced the implication that 
learning to focus can help a student both inside and outside of the classroom. 
A few of the eight students who did not draw a connection between 
extracurricular activities and academics just stated that they enjoyed the activities as a 
diversion from school. For example, in response to the question, "Do you think your 
extracurricular activities have any impact on academics?" Student 11 stated, "I just enjoy 
doing them so sometimes it's just a nice escape from the stress of school" (Student 11 ). 
The idea of extracurricular activities as a source of stress relief appeared in a couple of 
conversations, and the idea suggests that one of the indirect benefits of extracurricular 
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activities is that students arrive at school with lower levels of stress, which could enhance 
their ability to engage with academic content. 
Parent Responses 
A single parent referenced the influence of extracurricular activities on her child's 
academic experience. The parent of Student 10 stated, "She had a ballet teacher. He was 
great working with kids. And they had to learn how to focus because they were doing 
ballet. And we noticed that that carried over into school, and I think that helped. They 
have a really good method" (Parent of Student 1 0). The other twelve parents spoke about 
the kinds of activities in which their children participated, but none of the twelve spoke 
about extracurricular activities as they relate to academics. 
Summary of Additional Learning Opportunities Findings 
All thirteen student participants took part in test preparation prior to the ISEE, and 
twelve of the thirteen students participate in at least one organized activity outside of 
school hours. Additionally, five students made connections between their extracurricular 
experiences and their academic experiences. Finally, a single parent referenced the 
connection between her daughter's extracurricular experience and her academic work. 
Work Strategies 
A final theme that emerged from the interview data is the use of work strategies. 
During the interviews ten of the thirteen student participants discussed at least one work 
strategy that they use to approach school projects, studying for tests, and other academic 
tasks. Their responses revealed that the students employ planning and organizational 
strategies to break down and complete tasks. Students referenced planning ahead, 
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starting a task right away, and systematically approaching a task a few of the ways in 
which they approach schoolwork. 
Table 10 below identifies which student participants commented on each of the 
categories within the theme of Work Strategies. 
Student Planning Ahead Starting Systematically 




3 X X 
4 X 






11 X X 
12 
13 
Total 5 5 4 
Planning 
One strategic approach to work that students identified is planning, and five 
students discussed strategies that they use for planning. When asked how she approaches 
multi-part school project, Student 5 reported: 
Umm, the first thing I would do is map out what I was going to do. So I 
write down stuff on my calendar like today I have to research this part 
and then next week I have to research the second part. And I would 
get the parts done in the week so that I would be ready. (Student 5) 
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When the interviewer followed up to ask the student about the calendar, she reported that 
she has a paper calendar that she uses during the school year. She stated, "I put down 
when projects and assignments are due. I put down what the homework is for whatever 
day it is and I put down important days for anything in general" (Student 5). When asked 
where she learned to use a calendar as a way to organize her time, Student 5 responded, 
"My mom taught me" and then added "it's easier to visualize what it's, yeah it's easy to 
visualize" (Student 5). 
Although she did not discuss the use of a calendar, Student 1 stated, "I try to plan 
out my time so when I am going to do [a school project] and I try to commit myself to 
doing it (Student 1 ). 
In a conversation unrelated to school projects, Student 11 reported, "I just like to 
plan ahead and that's just kind of what I do. [ ... ] I just kind of- at night when I'm falling 
asleep, that's what I do. It' s just kind oflike my thinking to myselfthat I wouldn't 
always share with somebody else" (Student 11 ). The interviewer asked the student 
whether she is planning for the next day, the next month, or some other time frame, and 
the student responded, "Just kind of planning ahead, the days and what I want to do and 
the future in general- things like that" (Student 11 ). Then she added, "At night I like to 
do it in a bigger form. Like plan things that I want to do in the next month and during the 
day I plan things that I want to in the next hours" (Student 11 ). 
The student explained that she does this kind of planning "because I like knowing 
where I'm going to go. Sometimes ifl haven't planned something I feel like I'm at loose 
ends and I don't really know where I'm going to go, what I'm going to do. Yeah, just I 
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like planning stuff' (Student 11). When asked where she learned to do this kind of 
planning, she stated, "I don' t know, it's just something I like to do" and then reported that 
her teachers "talk about organizing stuff so you can get to it easily" and her parents plan 
things "like events and appointments" (Student 11 ). 
Student 7 described a planning strategy that she employed to figure out how she 
could complete her summer reading assignments. She stated, "I've made my chart of 
how many pages I'm reading a day" (Student 7). When asked to explain what she meant 
by a chart, the student stated: 
I guess I was just, I went to Barnes and Noble to pick out my books and I have 
them all and I needed like to add up all the pages. And this summer I need to 
read a grand total of 1,496 pages. [ ... ]And for three weeks, 1,496 divided by 
three weeks is 44 pages a night. I can deal with that- I'll read some in the 
morning and some at night and then I'm done. (Student 7) 
Student 9 discussed planning ahead as a quality that he possesses and one that he 
learned from his parents. While describing his peers in schools, Student 9 stated, "I don't 
see myself as different from them, I mean I can relate to them. But I'm a little different 
because I look ahead into the future and they just want to do it now" (Student 9). When 
the interviewer asked, "Why do you think you look ahead into the future? " Student 9 
responded, "Ah, my parents always say, 'Plan and then do.' So I was just planning about 
what I will do in my life, where I will end up. So I got into BLS and then I said, 'Okay, 
my life is set."' (Student 9). 
When asked to give an example of what he plans, Student 9 mentioned attempting 
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to build a computer program. He said, "Well, you can't approach it alone. You need a 
couple of people. I need to do some research before I approach anything. You have to 
draw it out" (Student 9). With these statements Student 9 identified both long-term and 
short term planning as a strategy that he uses to help him be successful with academic 
tasks. 
While five students spoke in detail about planning out a task, eight students did 
not specifically mention planning prior to starting a task. 
Starting Work 
A second strategy that some students highlighted is starting work promptly rather 
than procrastinating. Five students discussed the strategy of starting right away as 
something that they do in order to complete large projects, study for tests, or finish their 
homework. 
Student 11 discussed her approach to a school project in the following way: 
I would probably get all of the stuff like all of the first drafts done quickly and 
then I would spend some time not really working on it for a while. And then I 
would like do fmal drafts and that kind of thing. And then I would like probably 
a couple of days before it was due, I would do all the gluing onto the board. 
(Student 11) 
The interviewer asked the following clarifying question: "So, you would start it 
right away?" The student answered, "I like to start things right away" (Student 11 ). 
When the researcher asked why the student likes to start things right away, the student 
said, "I don't really like the pressure.[ ... ] I don't really like when I have that feeling that 
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I would much rather be doing something else but I really have to be getting this project 
done or writing this paper. I would much rather have it out of the way" (Student 11 ). 
When Student 3 was asked about completing homework, she stated, "I usually get 
mine out of the way [ ... ] because that leaves more free time. Like if I get an assignment 
like it's not due 'til a week later, I usually try to get it done in the first few days because I 
don't like having to worry about getting it done" (Student 3). Student 8 expressed a 
similar sentiment with the following statement: "I like getting my work done at school so 
I can have free time at home" (Student 8). The student also followed up by stating that if 
she had free time in school, she would use it for reviewing, completing homework, or 
checking her work (Student 8). 
Student 4 was asked the following question: "Say you have a test in science on 
Friday, and your teacher tells you on Monday, when would you start studying?" to which 
he answered, "That day and then a little bit more every day" (Student 4). Student 5 
responded to the question, "When will you start studying for a test?" with the following 
statements, "Umm, I'll start the day after or a couple days after they tell me. Unless it's 
like the next day or something, then I'll start studying right away" (Student 5). Finally, 
Student 5 stated that the advice that she would give to younger students is "do everything 
on time, don't wait until the last minute, put all your effort into learning or researching or 
whatever and don't over stress about it" (Student 5). 
The student statements about when they begin their work suggest a conscientious 
approach to academic work. Eight students did not reference starting work early as a 
strategy that they use for academic success. 
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Systematic Approach to a Task ,-, 
A third strategy that emerged from the interviews is systematically approaching a 
task. Four students shared information that suggests that they use a systematic approach 
to completing academic tasks. 
Student 10 was asked to describe how she would approach a large project that 
included both a piece of research writing and a presentation. She answered with the 
following statements: 
First I would pick [a topic]. Research that. Get a good structure of what I want 
on the board [for the presentation]. I'd probably organize like maybe research 
and do the paper first and then underline the parts that I thought were important 
and then build those up and put them on the board. (Student 1 0) 
The interviewer followed up by asking the student why she would write the paper 
first, and the student responded, "To get an idea of the main topics" (Student 10). With 
these statements, Student 10 identifies a process that she would follow in order to 
complete a multi-step academic task. 
Student 5 mentioned that her sixth grade teacher used a rubric for grading all 
writing assignments, and she mentioned that she used the rubric while completing her 
writing assignments. When asked, "How do you use that rubric?" the student stated: 
I lay it out in front of me while I do the work so that I can figure ... I can see if I 
am doing the right steps or doing the right thing cause my ELA teacher says that 
if you're doing something for a long amount oftime and you find out you don't 
need to be doing that in the first place, you just wasted a lot of time. So I want to 
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make sure I am not wasting my time. (Student 5) 
The interviewer asked Student 5 if the teacher required students to use the rubric 
in this way, and the student answered: 
No, it's not necessarily something you have to do, but if you want to get a good 
grade, you have to look at the rubric because you don't want to be doing work for 
nothing. So if you're just doing work to be done, you're not going to get a good 
grade because you have to get all the steps in. (Student 5) 
Student 3 was asked what she does if she gets an incorrect answer for a math 
problem, and she described the following process: 
Well, I just first I look at everything that I've done and I try to think back to what 
my teacher said and then I look at the problem and if I fmd what I did wrong 
maybe it's like an addition mistake or I did a step backwards then I'll ftx it then 
and see ifl get the right answer. But ifl can't ftnd anything then I'll start the 
problem over again and if the problem continues I'll try it one more time and 
then check it on a calculator just so I can see where my mistake was made even 
though I can' t see it. (Student 3) 
Student 2 highlighted that he checks his work, which suggested a systematic 
approach to completing his academic tasks with accuracy. He spoke about bubbling in an 
answer incorrectly on a multiple choice test, and he mentioned going back to ftx the 
mistake. The interviewer asked, "How do you think you remembered that you missed 
[the problem]?" to which the student responded, "I checked my work and noticed" 
(Student 2). As a follow up, the interviewer asked, "Is that something you always do?" 
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and the student responded, "Yes." When asked why he always checks his work, Student 
2 stated, "Because some kids miss the biggest opportunities to the littlest mistakes. Like 
if you don't put the answers in the box, they won't count it for you" (Student 2). 
The statements of these four students identify four different ways in which the 
students systematically approach their academic work. 
Outliers 
Three students did not reference use of specific work strategies during the 
interviews. However, two ofthe three students stated that personal organization has been 
a factor in their academic success. When Student 12 was asked to reflect upon one or 
two factors that have contributed to her academic success so far, she stated: 
Like how organized you are, like to keep everything that you need for school 
organized even though you are home. Because sometimes if they lose stuff and 
don't know what to reach for when they need it. Like, everything you are going 
to use something, put it back where you found it. (Student 12) 
The interviewer asked the student to think about how she learned to keep herself 
organized, and the student shared the following anecdote: 
Yeah, in third grade I went to [name of country in which student was born] in the 
middle [of the school year], and I forgot my binder [in Boston] and I felt like I 
didn't do anything. [The teacher] gave me work to do during and it was like one 
month so then I forgot everything here. (Student 12) 
When asked what she learned from this experience, Student 12 stated, "Just try to 
remind yourself about everything you need" (Student 12). 
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Similarly, student 6 also referenced organization as a factor that has contributed to 
her academic success. She stated, "Umm, I don't usually miss homework assignments. 
[ .. ]I do write [homework assignments] down, and I do it" (Student 6). The student also 
talked about organization of her school materials when she stated, "Umm, we have 
notebooks and our teacher expects us to keep them neat. As part of my homework I 
would edit my notebook[ ... ] even if my mom doesn't check my homework, I can be 
trusted to turn it in" (Student 6). While these two students did not share specific work 
strategies that they use to complete academic work, both students highlighted that they 
believe organization plays a role in completing academic tasks and ultimately fosters 
academic success. 
Student 13 made no reference to specific strategies for approaching schoolwork. 
During the parent interview, the mother of Student 13 responded to the question, "Has 
there ever been anything that she seemed to struggle with or not like?" with the following 
statement: "There are times, I think she goes through phases when she trying to get her to 
do some stuff was really challenging. Getting her to practice piano" (Parent of Student 
13 ). As a follow up question, the interviewer asked, "Is [Student's name] able to get 
herself back on track?" to which the parent answered: 
A little bit of both. I know she is the kind of kid who would be mortified if she 
didn't have something in on time and it would be a terrible thing for her. But 
there are times too, we have had times in school where it's the night before 
and she has forgotten and is all upset because she hadn't done it. Even the 
summer reading that she is doing, I need to remind her that it' s got to be 
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done before school. (Parent of Student 13) 
The outliers emphasize that use of work strategies is a minor finding from this 
study. 
Summary of Work Strategies Findings 
Ten of the thirteen student participants shared work strategies that they employ 
when preparing for or completing academic tasks. Two students cited general 
organization as a factor in their academic success. One student did not mention any work 
strategies in her interviews, and her parent indicated that her child has struggled at times 
to complete assignments. Although the findings within this theme are limited, there is 
some indication that the use of strategies for planning, organizing, completing, and check 
one' s academic tasks may be a factor that contributes to academic success among urban 
students. 
Chapter Four presented interview data connected to the themes of family 
involvement, persistence, reading, additional learning opportunities, and work strategies. 
Chapter Five will provide a discussion and analysis of these research fmdings and will 
connect these findings with existing research. 
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Chapter 5: Analysis 
Overview 
Chapter 1 of this dissertation indicated that a complex web of factors among 
individuals, families, communities, and schools influence academic success. Intellectual 
capacity and individual determination certainly contribute to academic success; however, 
supports from home, school, and community help a student to thrive academically. 
While a significant body of literature has examined the influence of individual 
characteristics, home life, school experiences, and community structures on academic 
success, fewer studies have examined the confluence of these factors, particularly from 
the perspective of students. 
This research study documented the experiences, perceptions, and voices of 
seventh grade students as well as their parents in relation to academic success. The 
design of the research study emanated from a belief that student voices add a new 
dimension and a unique perspective to the body of research on factors that contribute to 
academic success. Using a series of in-depth, phenomenological interviews with thirteen 
student participants as well as semi-structured interviews with the student participants' 
parents and two school administrators, this study sought to gain insight into the factors 
that contribute to academic success among urban students. 
Chapter 2 examined prior research across five broad areas that contribute to 
academic success: individual characteristics and behaviors, family and home life factors, 
community factors, school factors, and classroom level factors. Additionally, Chapter 2 
presented a diagram illustrating connections among these factors (Please see page 18 for 
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the original diagram.). The diagram below presents the fmdings of this study within the 
same structure. However, the revised diagram provides a framework for examining the 
connections among the five fmdings of this research study as well as the connections to 
prior research incorporated into the literature review. 
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The revised diagram indicates that the fmdings of this study fall into four of the 
five areas: individual characteristics and behaviors, family and home factors, community 
factors, and school factors. The themes of persistence, reading, and work strategies align 
with individual characteristics and behavior. Further, these characteristics and behaviors 
connect with family and home factors. Similarly, family involvement and additional 
learning opportunities align with family and home life factors, and they are connected to 
the individual characteristics and behaviors. Finally, the finding of additional learning 
opportunities also aligns with both school factors and community factors because a 
portion of the additional learning opportunities discussed in the interviews are school-
based programs and some are community-based programs. 
This diagram presents the findings of a small, qualitative study; therefore, the fact 
that there were no major findings that aligned with school factors within this study does 
not indicate that school factors do not influence academic success among urban students. 
The five major themes that emerged from the research data have important 
implications for teachers, parents, school leaders, and policy makers working within 
large, urban school districts. The fmdings indicate that family involvement, persistence, 
reading, additional learning opportunities, and work strategies contributed to the 
academic success of the thirteen Boston Public school students who participated in this 
research study. While the results of this research study cannot be generalized to a wider 
population, the findings suggest actions and opportunities that may support the learning 
and academic success of children. Further, these fmdings may help teachers and other 
adults who work directly with individual students because they provide insight into the 
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support systems, mindsets, strategies, and learning experiences that may contribute to the 
academic success of students, especially those living and going to school in urban areas. 
The remainder of this chapter will analyze the findings, illuminate the findings by 
connecting them to the literature review as well as additional research, and discuss 
implications for educational research and practice. I have rooted my analysis and 
conclusions in the student interview data; therefore, I have provided one or two sample 
student responses for each category. The sample responses are meant to provide context 
for analysis; these sample responses do not represent the complete range and depth of 
data for each category. Additional student responses for each theme and category 
appears in Chapter 4. 
Family Involvement 
Summary of Family Involvement Findings 
Family support is considered a major finding of this study because all thirteen 
student participants indicated that their family members play an active role in their 
learning experiences. Within the theme of family involvement, student participants 
highlighted the following five categories: family support, family expectations, role 
models, homework structures, and learning together. Many parents also referenced 
elements oftheir parent-child interactions that indicate their involvement in the academic 
lives of their children. 
Family Involvement: Connections to Literature Review 
The finding that family involvement plays a role in the academic success of urban 
students is consistent with the literature review conducted in preparation for this research 
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study. The work of James Comer highlights the influence of family structure and 
relationships on a child's academic success (Comer, 2004). Additionally, research by 
Cabrera and La Nasa indicates that parents' encouragement and involvement is the 
strongest factor in predicting students' educational plans (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001). 
Further, the research of Cabrera and La Nasa suggests that parents who hold high 
expectations for their children and who are actively involved in their child's schooling 
increase the potential for their children to set and meet strong, high personal goals (2001). 
Family Involvement: Connection to Existing Research 
Two books help to illuminate the study's finding that family involvement 
influences academic success for urban students. First, Family Life and School 
Achievement: Why Poor Black Children Succeed or Fail, by Reginald M. Clark, details 
the findings of a qualitative study of family involvement and academic achievement. 
Clark's study offers an analysis of daily life within the homes of high achieving students. 
Second, Parental Involvement and Academic Success, by William H. Jeynes, documents 
meta-analyses of a broad spectrum of parental involvement research seeking to provide 
"insight into what the overall body of research states about the association between 
parental involvement and student academic outcomes" (Jeynes, 2010, Preface). The 
meta-analyses included quantitative research studies about parental involvement and help 
to situate the fmdings of this qualitative study within parent involvement research. 
Family Structure 
Before exploring the specific categories within the theme of family involvement, 
it is necessary to examine the family structure of the majority of student participants. 
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Eighty-five percent of the student participants live in homes with both of their biological 
parents. In 2010, sixty-nine percent of all American children lived in two parent homes 
(ChildStats.gov, 2012). The percentage of student participants in this study who live with 
two parents is sixteen percent higher than that of all American children. That such a high 
percentage of student participants live with two parents suggests that these students have 
opportunities to engage with both parents around and receive support for a variety of 
academic, social, and emotional areas. 
Growing up in a home with two parents can increase a student's sense of stability, 
which can foster increased academic success (Jeynes, 2010). Further, living with two 
parents can increase the opportunities that a child has to receive emotional support, to 
seek homework help, or to engage with adults around intellectual pursuits (Jeynes, 2010). 
Interview data from this research study indicate that student participants feel that their 
parents provide them with emotional support, homework help, and opportunities to learn 
alongside their parents. In some cases, student participants cited these family elements as 
critical to their academic success. 
Family Support 
When asked to identify what has helped them to be academically successful, 
eleven of the thirteen student participants directly stated that their parents have been a 
critical element in their academic success. Student statements regarding family support 
fall into two categories: parents prioritize academics and parents provide support. 
With regard to prioritizing academics, some student comments suggest that 
students know their parents value and emphasize education. For example, Student 5 
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responded that a factor in her academic success has been, "Having parents who, umm, 
like honor principles or bow down to them. They always make me do schoolwork or 
homework" (Student 5). In this statement, the student identifies both the prioritization of 
academics as both a mindset and a behavior that she observes in her parents. Comments 
from student participants within this category suggest that the support that students 
receive from their parents specifically related to completing schoolwork may be a factor 
in their academic success. 
In addition, a number of students highlighted the notion that their parents have 
been and will continue to provide support when they need it. These statements suggest 
that family support extends beyond the prioritization of academics to the emotional and 
social elements of the students' lives. For example, Student 13 responded that her 
parents have contributed to her academic success because "they have always been there 
for me" (Student 13). Such statements suggest that parent support includes creating a 
sense of assurance and stability within a family. Homes in which the parenting style 
emphasizes love and support as well as structure have been shown to correlate with 
academic success (Jeynes, 2010). 
Students in this study shared anecdotes and examples of ways in which their 
parents have created a supportive environment. According to Clark, parents who engage 
"the child in regular communication rituals and traditions that involved verbal 
comforting, praising, hugging, kidding, smiling, showing, helping, instructing, 
questioning, and responding behavior" establish an atmosphere of support, love, and 
encouragement that affirms the importance of the child and communicates "direct 
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positive reinforcement" to the student (Clark, 1983, p.133). Therefore, the strong sense 
of support, encouragement, and love that many student participants identified as elements 
within their homes may influence the ability of these students to succeed in school. 
Parents ' Expectations 
A second category within family involvement is student perceptions of their 
parents' expectations. Student participants indicate that they have a clear sense of what 
their parents expect from them both as students and as individuals. When students were 
asked what their parents expect from them, the majority of statements reflected explicit 
expectations both about academic behaviors, such as getting good grades or going to 
college, and about personal behaviors, such as developing independence or making the 
right choices. For example, Student 10's statements highlight some of these common 
ideas about parental expectations: "Do well in school. Do my homework. Study hard. 
Uhh. Pay attention. Listen to them. Choose the right job- the one that's good for you. 
The one that you want to do, not [the one that you are] forced to do" (Student 10). This 
student's response highlights a number of behaviors and habits that she believes her 
parents expect from her. Statements about parental expectations reflect that participants 
believe their parents have specific expectations for their behavior both in school and in 
life. 
Research indicates a positive, though somewhat limited, correlation between 
parent expectations and academic achievement (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Hoge, Smit, & 
Crist, 1997; Jeynes, 2010). Hoge, Smit, and Crist (1997) studied four parent involvement 
factors: expectations, interest in school, involvement in school, and family structure, and 
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the researchers found student perceptions of parent expectations as the most important of 
the four factors. Similarly, Clark notes that children who "understand what is expected of 
them and [ ... ] understand the personal advantages of doing what is expected of them find 
it easier to comply with parental wishes" (Clark, 1983, p. 121). Interview data from this 
study indicate that students understand their parents' expectations of them, and they 
believe that those expectations are reasonable. Therefore, student perceptions of parental 
expectations may play a role in academic success by motivating students to meet the 
expectations. In addition, when students understand their parents' expectations as well as 
the benefits of meeting those expectations, students may seek to align their personal 
expectations with those of their parents. 
Role Models 
A third category within family involvement is the identification of family 
members as role models. Role modeling by parents or another older family member can 
complement other elements of family involvement to support academic achievement 
(Bryant & Zimmerman, 2003). 
Student participants reflected on the reasons that they view family members as 
role models, and many cited the qualities of being supportive and helping others. For 
example, Student 5 identified her mom as a role model "because she helps me figure out 
all the stuffl'm supposed to do and she's just there for me whenever I need help" 
(Student 5). Student 5 's statement suggests that a role model guides and supports another 
person. Role models can encourage a child to approach new and challenging situations 
with a positive and inquisitive attitude. When students feel that they can rely upon the 
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support of their family member when they encounter an academic challenge, they may 
feel more empowered to take risks with their learning. 
In addition to supporting others, students cited hard work, an interest in learning, 
or academic accomplishments as reasons that they view family members as role models. 
For example, Student 2 cited his older brother as his role model and stated, "He is like a 
leader to me. He teaches the good things. [ ... ] He likes learning. He just loves school" 
(Student 2). The comments of Student 2 suggest that observing family members who 
enjoy learning and working may encourage a student to emulate those behaviors. When a 
student interacts with an older family member who models a positive attitude toward 
learning, a student may be more likely to develop a similar attitude. Therefore, having a 
role model within one's family who emphasizes a love of learning may have a positive 
influence on a student' s academic success. 
Clark comments that among the families of high achieving students in his study, 
"at least one parent has continually behaved in a responsible, dedicated, self-sacrificing 
fashion, and, by example, has given the developing child a positive model to embrace" 
(Clark, 1983, p. 122). The data from this study suggest that when students have daily 
interactions with role models who exhibit positive behaviors towards learning as well as 
work, students may seek to emulate these behaviors. If students practice the positive 
behaviors and attitudes that they observe in family members, they may approach learning, 
challenges, and helping others in ways that foster academic success. 
Homework Structures 
A fourth category within family involvement is routines or structures within the 
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home that prioritize academics, and specifically homework. A statement from Student 1 
offers an example: "Ever since I was little, my parents have been encouraging me to do 
all of my work" (Student 1). The student also explained that she set up a desk so that she 
can complete her homework near her parents while they work out of their home office. 
Other students made similar statements about homework being a priority in their homes. 
These comments indicate that the parents of the students have clear expectations about 
how and when homework should be completed. Additionally, the data suggest that the 
parents have taken steps to communicate these expectations with their children and to 
establish structures and routines that support their belief in the importance of homework. 
The points about homework structures from the interview data confirm the 
findings of Clark, who made the following observations about the homes of high 
achieving students: 
Homework and study are regularly performed, almost ritualistic, activities in the 
homes. [ ... ] The student has accepted responsibility for completing homework 
assignments from early elementary school on. Parents usually monitor homework 
closely, [ ... ] while slowly urging self-regulation in these activities. Parents 
vigilantly guide the children's study efforts in the home until they exhibit a 
modicum of self-sufficiency in correctly completing homework assignments 
before they are due. At this point the parents' homework-monitoring roles 
usually becomes less directive and more suggestive. (Clark, 1983, p. 137) 
Homework is a priority in the homes of the students who participated in this 
research study, and it appears that many of their parents have followed a pattern of 
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structuring and monitoring homework similar to that which Clark describes. The focus 
on homework in conjunction with the parent support around structure and routines likely 
plays a role in the academic success of these students. 
In addition to homework structures, some students also mentioned that they ask 
their parents for help with homework. For example, Student 11 stated, "Sometimes if 
we've had advanced math problems, sometimes I ask my dad for help" (Student 11). 
Such comments indicate that some of the student participants believe that the adults in 
their homes are both willing and able to help them complete their homework tasks as 
necessary. When helping their children with their homework, parents have the 
opportunity to model effective strategies and offer immediate feedback to the child, 
which may support the student's overall academic experience (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 
2001). Although not all parents, especially parents whose first language is not English, 
are able to help with homework, they can encourage their children to persist with the 
academic challenge and to seek help from their teachers. 
The messages about the importance of homework as well as the supports that 
students receive may influence their academic success because these messages foster 
positive attitudes and behaviors, which build competency in academic tasks (Hoover-
Dempsey et al., 2001). Clark highlighted that positive messages about the importance of 
homework "tend to ensure that students will devote ample time and thought to school 
responsibilities" (Clark, 1983, p.137). The statements from students in this research 
study suggest that they have internalized the beliefs held by their parents about the 
importance of homework. Therefore, the student participants have developed self-
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regulation and have learned to spend appropriate amounts of time and energy completing 
school assignments. By modeling beliefs and behaviors that orient a student toward 
academic success on a daily basis, family involvement in homework structures and 
supports may influence academic success. 
Learning Together 
A fifth category within the theme of family involvement is learning together, 
which some student and parent participants discussed. The students who cited learning 
together offered anecdotes about their experiences, and the common thread among all 
responses was that a parent actively participated in the learning process alongside the 
child. 
One student discussed how his father helped him to learn some algebra concepts 
in fifth grade. Another student shared how she feels that her father pushes her "to go 
beyond what I think I can do" (Student 8) when they work on school projects together. 
Two students discussed how their parents decided to learn to play an instrument along 
with them, and two students talked about reading with their parents as a common 
experience in their homes. 
When a parent becomes actively engaged in learning with a child, the parent 
moves out of an authoritative role in into a role of facilitator or even peer learner. 
Research suggests that daily parent-child interactions can have a positive influence on 
student academic success (OECD, 2011). These parent-child experiences likely create a 
sense of collaboration and excitement around learning while simultaneously reinforcing a 
supportive parent-child relationship. Additionally, common learning experiences allow 
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parents opportunities to model organizational skills, effective strategies for breaking 
down tasks into manageable pieces, and personal responsibility for learning (Hoover-
Dempsey et al., 2001). 
Learning together is considered a minor fmding because less than half of the 
student participants highlighted such experiences; however, the aspects of parents and 
children learning together seem to encapsulate all of the other categories within the 
family involvement finding. That is, when children and their parents learn together, 
parents demonstrate their support and encouragement, they have the opportunity to 
establish clear, specific expectations for a task, they are able to act as role models, and 
they provide the structure through which students can accomplish a learning task. 
A 2011 OECD study on parent involvement highlighted both the practice of 
learning together as well as the need for additional exploration within this area of family 
support as follows: 
All parents can help their children achieve their full potential by spending some 
time talking and reading with their children - even, perhaps especially, when their 
children are very young. Teachers, schools and education systems should explore 
how they can help busy parents play a more active role in their children's 
education, both in and out of school. (OECD, 2011, p. 4) 
Since it offers multiple avenues to support and encourage academic success, learning 
together may be an area of family involvement research to explore further. 
Parent Responses 
The reflections from parent participants offered an opportunity for triangulation 
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with the student interview data. Parent responses confirmed the finding from student 
interview data that family support may influence the academic success of student 
participants in this study. Some parent participants cited clear expectations for work 
habits, effort, attitude, and academic performance. Additionally, some parent participants 
emphasized the importance of educational success, providing daily opportunities for 
parent-child communication about school and life, and fostering their children's interests. 
This study identified a range of family beliefs and behaviors that create a home 
environment that fosters academic engagement and success. It is important to note that it 
may be the collective influence of a home environment that contains a number of these 
elements rather than a single element in isolation that leads to a positive influence on 
academic success. For example, homework structures alone might play a minimal role in 
helping a child succeed academically. If homework structures are established within a 
home that lacks support, high expectations, or a positive role model, then there may be 
little to no positive influence on a student's academic success. However, when families 
establish homework structures within homes that have emotional support, high 
expectations, positive role models, and/or opportunities for children to learn with their 
parents, the influence of the homework structures serves to strengthen the web of support 
that a child receives at home. The interview data demonstrate that family involvement 
has contributed to the academic success of students in this research study. 
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Persistence 
Summary of Persistence Findings 
Persistence is considered a major fmding of this research study because all 
thirteen student participants cited persistence or a belief that hard work pays off in the 
end as a factor in their academic success. A large majority of students identified not 
giving up or persistence as a factor in their academic success or a quality worthy of being 
emulated. About one-third of the student participants offered specific examples of what 
actions they take to persist with academic tasks. Slightly more than half of the students 
indicated that they try to stay focused in class and complete all their work because they 
believe that hard work will pay off in the future. Finally, slightly less than half of the 
student participants articulated why they view graduating from college as a worthwhile 
goal and an important step on a path to success. 
Persistence: Connections to Literature Review 
The fmding that persistence is a factor in the academic success of students in this 
study is consistent with research presented in the literature review. Research on self-
discipline, self-control, and persistence suggests that children who are able to develop a 
mindset that encourages persistence may also develop habits and behaviors that lead to 
academic success. 
Self-discipline, especially in relation to academic activities, may contribute to 
academic success (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006). The student discussions about 
persistence and persistence in action demonstrate how a majority of student participants 
practice self-discipline in relation to their academics. Duckworth and Seligman cite 
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practices such as reading directions on a test before attempting to answer any questions, 
making the decision to complete a homework assignment instead of watching television, 
making a concerted effort to pay attention in class, or staying focused on a long-term 
academic project as examples of how students may demonstrate self-discipline and 
persistence (Duckworth & Seligman, 2006, p. 199). Students highlighted almost all of 
these practices in addition to other practices in their discussions about persistence and 
what it looks like in their daily lives. 
Research also suggests that the ability to demonstrate self-control can positively 
influence academic success (Mischel et al., 1989). Further, children who demonstrate 
"future-oriented self-control" at an earlier age also demonstrate greater academic 
competence later in school (Mischel et al., 1989). The fmdings of this study confirm the 
correlation between future-oriented self-control and academic success. Student 
participants highlighted their future-oriented self-control in two ways. First, students 
stated that they persist because they believe that hard work will pay off in the end. 
Second, students stated that they persist with their academic work today because they 
want to go to college and have a good job in the future. The findings of this study 
confirm that developing the ability to persist in academic work on a daily basis influences 
academic success. 
Persistence 
Eleven students identified not giving up or persistence as a factor in their 
academic success or a quality worthy ofbeing emulated. For example, Student 7 
identified herself as hardworking. When asked to explain what she meant by 
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hardworking, Student 7 stated, "I try at everything. I always try my best. I've never 
given up on my work. I always go back" (Student 7). In response to the follow up 
question, "What does it mean to never give up on your work?" Student 7 reflected, "It 
means if you get it wrong, you go back and look at it and if you get it wrong again, you 
still go back and look at it. That's what it means to me" (Student 7). While she never 
used the word persistent to describe herself or her actions, Student 7 identified the steps 
that she takes to persist with academic tasks. 
The interview data about persistence suggests that student participants have 
developed positive self-efficacy regarding their capabilities to perform academic tasks. 
Self-efficacy, a concept first theorized by psychologist Albert Bandura in 1977, describes 
"a judgment of task -specific capabilities and is based on actual accomplishments and 
success and failures, whereas self-esteem is a much more general affective evaluation of 
the self' (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002, pp. 315-316). Research indicates that positive 
self-efficacy correlates with effort, persistence, and academic achievement (Linnenbrink 
& Pintrich, 2002). 
Bandura highlights the connections among self-efficacy beliefs, motivation, 
persistence, and accomplishment as follows: 
Self-efficacy beliefs contribute to motivation in several ways: They 
determine the goals people set for themselves, how much effort they 
expend, how long they persevere in the face of difficulties, and their resilience to 
failures. When faced with obstacles and failures, people who harbor self-doubts 
about their capabilities slacken their efforts or give up quickly. Those who have a 
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strong belief in their capabilities exert greater effort when they fail to master the 
challenge. Strong perseverance usually pays off in performance 
accomplishments. (Bandura, 1993, p. 131) 
The research on self-efficacy illuminates the persistence finding because it 
suggests that student reports of persistence may be connected to the efficacy beliefs that 
they developed early in their academic careers. However, questions remain about how 
the students in this research study developed both the positive self-efficacy and the ability 
to persist in the face of academic challenge. 
Persistence in Action 
In addition to general reflections on hard work and persistence as factors that have 
contributed to their academic success, a few students offered examples of how they have 
demonstrated persistence with a specific academic challenge. Student 3 reflected on the 
steps that she took when she earned a lower grade than she would have liked in her math 
class as follows: 
Like one time in math for the first term in math I started off with an A, then in the 
second term I had an A-. So I knew that I was obviously doing something wrong 
and I had to fix it. So in the third term I got an A again because I never really 
figured out what was wrong, I just worked even harder. (Student 3) 
The interviewer asked Student 3 to explain what she meant by "I just worked even 
harder" to which the student responded: 
Umm, I think it just, for me I tried to excel in all of the parts that my math 
teacher used to grade us on. Like, at first I felt like my work was off and I 
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wasn't doing as well as I could, so I took even more time doing my homework 
and my work in class to make sure I got everything as well as I could do it. 
And then I started to think, 'Maybe I haven't been participating enough.' So 
for questions I really knew the answers on, I did my best to raise my hand 
and show her that I knew what she was talking about. And then for questions I 
wasn't so sure on, I still raised my hands to show her I had an idea. (Student 
3) 
With this anecdote, Student 3 illustrates her persistence both in terms of her 
analysis of the challenge and in terms of the actions she took to change her behavior. 
First, Student 3 attributed her lower grade in math to her own actions, and she saw a 
connection between her actions and earning a lower grade. Student 3 stated, "I knew that 
I was obviously doing something wrong and I had to fix it" (Student 3). Since she saw 
the lower grade as something within her control, she felt that she had the ability to change 
the outcome. Although the student says that she "never really figured out what was 
wrong," her reflection process encouraged her to participate more often in class and to be 
more careful about completing her work; both of these outcomes support the student's 
learning. 
In a 1977 research study on task persistence among elementary school students, 
Gordon, Jones, and Short suggested that persistent children have an "ability to perceive 
relationships between their behavior and subsequent consequences" (Gordon et al., 1977, 
p. 1718). Additionally, the researchers found that, "Children who believe that they 
themselves have control over their environment (internal) achieve higher levels of 
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academic success than children who believe that their lives are controlled by external or 
chance forces" (Gordon et al., 1977, p. 1716). 
Through anecdotes and reflections, students offered different examples of when 
they practice persistence in their academic lives. These examples seem to suggest that 
the students believe that they have control over their academic outcomes, which may be 
connected to their belief that they can change a situation as needed. When students 
believe that their actions have an effect on their academic outcomes, they may be more 
likely to persist both in analyzing a challenge and in taking the steps necessary to address 
the challenge. 
Hard Work Helps in the End 
The responses of some students suggested connections between persistence in 
schoolwork and long-term academic goals such as good grades, college, or a good job. 
For example, Student 1 stated that she pushes herself to finish her homework even when 
she is tired because "at the end it is going to all pay off and [ ... ] it is going to be good for 
me" (Student 1). Similarly, the same student stated that when she tries to remain focused 
in class, she thinks about the fact "that it's going to pay off at the end if I work hard" 
(Student 1). The statements of Student 1 as well as the statements from other students 
with regard to hard work paying off in the end suggested an orientation toward a future 
academic goal. 
The findings within this persistence category also connect to the concept of self-
efficacy, specifically the effect of efficacy beliefs on an individual's motivation 
(Bandura, 1993). Bandura states: 
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People motivate themselves and guide their actions anticipatorily by the exercise 
of forethought. They form beliefs about what they can do. They anticipate likely 
outcomes of prospective actions. They set goals for themselves and plan courses 
of action designed to realize valued futures. Forethought is translated into 
incentives and appropriate action through self-regulatory mechanisms. (Bandura, 
1993, p. 128) 
The students in this study who explained that they persist with academic tasks because 
they believe that it will help them in the future seem to have internalized future academic 
goals, have clear beliefs about their academic abilities, and believe that by taking the 
appropriate actions in the present they will reach their goals in the future. 
Persistence with College and Career in Mind 
While many students highlighted a general belief that hard work pays off in the 
end, some students shared specific college or career goals. A desire to accomplish these 
specific college or career goals helps them to persist with their daily academic work. For 
example, when discussing why she works hard in school, Student 13 stated: 
I want to get a better education and I want to continue my education and 
usually if you go to college you can get better jobs. Especially because I want 
to be a marine veterinarian or something to do with marine life, so I would 
need to go to medical school for that. (Student 13) 
Five other students referenced persistence with college or career in mind, and these data 
points suggest a connection between setting clear goals and developing the willingness to 
take action to achieve those goals. 
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Bandura suggests that when individuals have a clear goal, the desire to achieve 
that goal allows them to channel "their behavior and create incentives to persist in their 
efforts until they fulfill their goals" (Bandura, 1993, p. 130). Further, Clark suggests that 
parents of high achieving students reinforce the pursuit of educational goals by 
"repeatedly emphasizing that young people (particularly their own children) should 'try 
to do better than I did' in educational and occupational attainment" (Clark, 1983, p. 124). 
Therefore, the creation of future-oriented academic goals as well as reinforcement from 
parents likely leads students to persist with academic tasks stems in an effort to achieve 
their goals. 
The finding that persistence influences the academic success of the students in 
this study confirms previous research on self-control, self-discipline, task persistence, and 
self-efficacy. Additionally, this finding suggests that all of the student participants 
practice persistence, but the finding does not reveal where or how the students learned to 
practice persistence in their thinking and actions. Therefore, there is a need for deeper 
investigation of how students develop mindsets that promote persistence in thinking and 
actions as well as the connection between persistence and self-efficacy among children in 
elementary school. 
Reading 
Summary of Reading Findings 
Reading is considered a major fmding for this study because all except one of the 
student participants shared experiences that indicated familiarity with reading outside of 
school. Just over three-fourths of the student participants expressed positive feelings 
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about reading. About three-fifths of the student participants spoke with specificity about 
what they read. Slightly more than one half of the student participants stated that they 
choose to read when they have free time. Finally, slightly less than one half of the 
student participants self-identified as readers. 
Connections to the Literature Review 
The literature review for this research study did not highlight research specifically 
connected to reading. However, two areas of research that connect to the reading fmding 
are the number of books in the home and self-concept. Research has shown a correlation 
between the number of books in a home and academic achievement (Ferguson, 2007; 
West et al., 2000). It was beyond the scope of this study to quantify the numbers of 
books in each participant's home, but the data suggest that a majority of student 
participants live in homes where reading is encouraged and prioritized. The conclusions 
that students live in homes where reading is encouraged and prioritized is based on the 
student discussions about what, when, and where they read and based on student 
references to visiting the library to get books on a regular basis. 
A second area of research addressed in the literature review that connects to the 
reading finding, specifically self-identification as a reader, is self-concept. The 
connections between self-concept and self-identification as a reader are discussed within 
the self-identification as a reader category within this theme. 
Enjoyment of Reading 
Ten of the thirteen student participants stated that they like to read. Students who 
enjoy reading are likely capable readers for whom reading as a task in itself does not feel 
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like an overwhelming effort. When students feel competent as readers, their motivation 
for reading increases and they are likely to read more often than students who have 
negative perceptions oftheir reading abilities (Canady & Krantz, 1996). Additionally, 
research suggests a correlation between enjoyment of reading and academic performance 
(Canady & Krantz, 1996, Gambrell, 2011). Enjoyment of reading often leads individuals 
to read for personal gain, to develop personal strategies for reading and comprehension, 
and to engage socially about books (Gambrell, 2011). Therefore, the finding that 
students in this research study enjoy reading suggests the importance of fostering a love 
of reading at an early age as one means of promoting academic success among urban 
students. 
Speaking with Specificity about Reading 
A category within the reading finding is speaking with specificity about reading. 
This category is related to the previous category, enjoyment of reading, because if an 
individual enjoys an activity, he or she is more likely to speak in great detail about that 
activity. Eight of the student participants demonstrated an ability to speak with 
specificity about what they read; students shared information about favorite authors, 
recently read titles, and genre preferences. 
Three examples from the interview data highlight a few of the ways in which 
students spoke with specificity about reading. First, in response to the question, "What 
do you read?" Student 5 stated: "Almost every kind of book, but I don't like the horror 
ones because they keep me up. [ ... ]Nonfiction, fantasy, fairy tales, the Warrior Series, 
The Seeker Series, a book that I found from my summer reading list - Children of the 
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River" (Student 5). Second, Student 8 offered specific adjectives to describe the book 
she was reading at the time of the interview; she stated, "Right now, I am reading this 
book for my summer reading, The Chocolate War. [ ... ]It's kind of a mysterious and 
eerie book" (Student 8). Finally, during a conversation about books, Student 13 asked 
the interviewer, "Like, have you read the Hunger Games? They're amazing. Those were 
like my favorite books. My best friend U had mentioned them to me" (Student 13). 
These student comments reveal an ability to communicate genre preferences, an ability to 
communicate about the mood of a book, and an experience with social interaction around 
reading. 
Communication about what one reads offers an opportunity to demonstrate 
comprehension of the materials while simultaneously providing a means to practice and 
refine oral expression (Canady & Krantz, 1996). Having opportunities to think and talk 
about books and reading, especially outside of the classroom, gives students a chance to 
practice their communication skills within an informal and non-evaluative setting. These 
informal conversations at home and among friends may foster academic success because 
proficiency in both reading comprehension and oral expression are associated with 
increased academic performance (Canady & Krantz, 1996). 
Further, the ability to discuss books at home and among friends allows students 
the chance to see reading as a form of entertainment and as a part of their social lives 
(Strommen & Mates, 2004). The students in this study demonstrated that reading is a 
part of their daily lives as well as a topic of conversation within their homes and, at least 
for some participants, among their friends. Talking about books with family and friends 
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may increase an individual's motivation for reading, which may lead students to read 
books for pleasure on a regular basis. 
While interacting about books with friends may lead to increased motivation for 
reading, discussions about books can begin at home. Engaging with books at home 
during early childhood and elementary school can impact academic performance (OECD, 
2011). When children and parents read together, parents have opportunities to model 
communication about the reading material that stimulates comprehension, self-awareness 
as a reader, and personal connections. Strommen and Mates state: 
The ongoing dialogue about books that takes place between parents and children 
seems to have a particularly important role in the development of a child's love of 
reading. Discussions about books among family members demonstrate the 
pleasure that books inspire, spark a reader's interest, help readers to make reading 
selections, and make it possible for readers to become participants in an activity 
that their immediate social circle, and the wider culture, values and esteems. 
(Strommen & Mates, 2004, p. 199). 
There appears to be a strong and reciprocal relationship between enjoyment of 
reading and speaking with specificity about reading. Students who enjoy reading are 
more likely to seek out opportunities to engage in conversations about reading and 
students who are exposed to dialogues about reading are likely to increase their exposure 
to books and to develop awareness of their reading preferences. Engaging with reading 
in a positive way likely increases the chances that a student will choose to read when he 
or she has free time. 
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Choosing Reading as a Free Time Activity 
Seven students indicated that they choose to read when they have free time. For 
example, Student 4 responded to the question, "How often do you read a book for fun?" 
with two simple words: "A lot" (Student 4). Although the student did not provide a 
quantity of the books that he reads for fun, his mother stated, "He will be done with six 
books in two days" (Student 4 Parent). 
Another example of choosing reading as a free time activity came from Student 3. 
During a conversation about study hall, Student 3 commented, "Well, some kids play 
games [during study hall], but I do my homework. Ifl don't have homework, I just read" 
(Student 3 ). This statement indicates that the student chooses to read over playing games 
and socializing; the choice seems to suggest that the student views reading as an activity 
that is equally as fun as, if not more fun than, playing games and socializing. 
Choosing to read as a free time activity indicates an intrinsic motivation to read. 
Intrinsic motivation develops from a genuine inquisitiveness and attraction to 
participation in an activity (Guthrie, Wigfield, VonSecker, 2000; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 
2002). Intrinsic motivation to read correlates with reading comprehension (Guthrie, 
Wigfield, VonSecker, 2000). The small majority of students in this study who reported 
reading as a free time activity seem to have developed an intrinsic motivation to read, and 
the result is that these students read for pleasure on a regular basis. As with speaking 
with specificity about reading, choosing to read as a free time activity seems to be a 
natural effect of and a complement to enjoying reading. Students who learn to love 
reading seem to be motivated to read for pleasure and to seek out opportunities to share 
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what they read. 
The act of reading for pleasure not only reinforces the reading skills taught in 
school but also provides opportunities to engage with information, stories, and writing 
that can help students to enrich and extend the learning that occurs during school hours. 
The student participants in this study who report reading during their free time appear to 
be a minority among children as a whole. Research indicates that few children, 
regardless of their reading abilities, choose reading as a free time activity; further, as 
children grow older they tend to spend less time reading for pleasure (Guthrie, Solomon, 
& Rinehart, 1997; Strommen & Mates, 2004). Therefore, it is likely that few students 
receive the academic benefits of reading for pleasure. 
One study examined how students develop the motivation to read for pleasure and 
found that the following factors foster a love of reading among teenagers: having reading 
routines within the home, having easy access to books, modeling of reading for pleasure 
by parents, and socializing around and talking about books (Strommen & Mates, 2004). 
Many student participants in this research study referenced one or more of these factors 
in their conversations about reading, which suggests that perhaps some of the students 
have developed a love of reading in part because they live in homes where reading for 
pleasure is encouraged. Further examination into how students develop an intrinsic 
motivation to read may offer parents and educators specific ideas about how to foster a 
love of reading at an early age as well as how to sustain that love of reading as children 
move into their teenager years. 
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Self-Identifying as a Reader 
Six students identified themselves as readers in response to general prompts about 
themselves as individuals and as students. For example, Student 10 responded to the 
prompt, "Tell me about yourself as a student," with the statement, "I like to read" 
(Student 1 0). Similarly, Student 8 identified herself as "learny" (Student 8). When 
asked to explain the meaning of"learny", Student 8 responded, "Umm, I like to learn. I 
like to read books. I like learning" (Student 8). Finally, when asked about her favorite 
subject, Student 6 responded, "I think ELA [is my favorite subject] because I like to 
read" (Student 6). 
Self-identification as readers by the students in this study confirms the findings of 
a previous qualitative study regarding identity construction related to reading and writing. 
McCarthey (2001) found that successful readers in elementary school perceive literacy as 
a significant aspect of their identity. Further, the natural and automatic connections 
between being a student and being a reader suggest a connection to self-concept. Self-
concept refers to a person's images and beliefs about who he or she is as a person, and an 
individual' s self-concept may play a small role in academic success (Hamachek, 1992). 
Self-concept differs from self-efficacy in that self-concept refers to an individual's 
perception of his or her general competence and self-efficacy refers to an individual' s 
belief about performance on a specific task (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). As it relates to 
self-identification as reader, self-concept describes a student' s judgment about reading 
ability based on past experiences. 
Some research indicates that the connection between self-concept and academic 
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success is greatest around middle school, the level of student participants in this research 
study (Hamachek, 1992). Students who have developed a strong self-concept based on 
their reading experiences may also become motivated to continue reading for pleasure 
and for academic challenge. Therefore, the development of a positive self-concept 
related to reading may support students in reading and in other content areas. While it is 
not possible to state that self-identification as a reader directly impacts academic success, 
it does suggest an interesting area to examine more closely. 
Parent Responses Related to Reading 
The responses of parents and school administrators related to reading offered an 
opportunity to triangulate student interview data related to reading. Eight of thirteen 
parent participants referenced reading at various parts of their interviews, and some of the 
comments confirmed data from the student interviews. Some parents identified their 
children as readers, some parents stated a belief that their reading habits may have had a 
positive influence on their child's reading habits, and a couple of parents expressed a 
belief that reading has been a key element in the academic success of their children. 
Additionally, one of the school administrators shared the following statement, "I think the 
more kids love to read, the better their writing is, the better their vocabulary is, obviously 
the better their comprehension is" (School Administrator 1). This statement seems to 
summarize aptly the reading finding from this study: a love of reading establishes a 
foundation for developing a wide range of skills that promote academic success. 
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Additional Learning Opportunities 
A fourth finding of this research study is that participation in learning 
opportunities outside of school hours may influence academic success for urban students. 
Participation in additional learning opportunities is considered a major finding because 
all thirteen student participants reported that they completed some form of organized test 
preparation for the ISEE. Additionally, twelve of the thirteen student participants 
reported that they take part in afterschool programs, summer enrichment programs, music 
or dance lessons, or organized sports. This fmding is consistent with research presented 
in the literature review that highlighted the use of extended learning time within schools 
that promote academic success among low-income, urban students (Carter, 2000; 
Chenoweth, 2007; Edmonds, 1979; Merseth, 2009; SRI, 2006; Taylor et al., 2000; 
Whitman, 2008). 
!SEE Test Preparation 
One category within additional learning opportunities is participation in 
Independent School Entrance Exam (ISEE) test preparation. Given that acceptance into 
Boston Latin School is partially based upon a student's test scores, it seems important to 
highlight the fact that all thirteen student participants completed a test preparation 
program for the ISEE. Although focused test preparation cannot be considered a factor 
that contributes to academic success among the students in this research study, it is worth 
noting that the test preparation may have helped the students to gain admission to Boston 
Latin School. Therefore, test preparation may be a necessary, but not sufficient, element 
within a variety of factors that contribute to the academic success of urban students. 
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Specifically, the fact that all thirteen student participants completed test 
preparation for the ISEE may serve as a manifestation of two findings from this research 
study: family involvement and persistence among the student participants. A student's 
decision to participate in a test preparation program demonstrates family involvement 
because most, if not all, programs take place during the summer, after school, or on 
weekends. Parents have to be aware of the programs and their potential benefits in order 
to enroll their children, to allow their children to participate in the programs, and to set up 
transportation for their children. While these actions may be small, they require effort on 
the part of parents. In addition, the parents of students in this research study likely 
provided the expectations and encouragement necessary to support the students through 
the test preparation programs. Therefore, one can view participation in a test preparation 
program as one potential example of a family's involvement in education. 
Second, participation in the test preparation programs demonstrates the 
persistence of students. Test preparation programs require students to complete 
additional work; students have to be willing to devote time to study beyond that which 
they allot to their typical schoolwork. Further, practicing for tests such as the ISEE 
requires sustained focus on tasks without immediate reward. Therefore, test preparation 
requires motivation and persistence. While participation in the test preparation itself 
should not be considered a factor that contributes to academic success, it can be viewed 
as one indication of two factors that contribute to academic success: a high degree of 
family involvement and persistence. 
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Extracurricular Activities 
A second category within additional learning opportunities is participation in 
extracurricular activities. Research has shown modest evidence that participation in 
sports, enrichment activities, or artistic endeavors outside of school hours positively 
correlates with academic performance (Cooper et al. , 1999; Fredricks et al. , 2004). The 
positive correlation between participation in extracurricular activities and academic 
performance seems to hold regardless of a student's gender, ethnicity, or socio-economic 
status (Cooper et al. , 1999). Reginald Clark found that families with high achieving 
students encouraged their children "to maintain regular visits to libraries, to enroll in 
enrichment programs, and to engage in other academically oriented institutional 
experiences outside the school" (Clark, 1983, p.113). Living in a home where additional 
learning opportunities are celebrated may allow students to engage more frequently, and 
perhaps more deeply, in extracurricular activities. 
While some research indicates a positive correlation between extracurricular 
activities and academic performance, that positive correlation diminishes as the time 
demands of the extracurricular activities increase and leave less time for academic 
activities such as homework (Cooper et al., 1999). That is, if a student becomes so 
involved with an extracurricular activity that the student becomes less able to focus on 
academic work, then the effect of participation in the activity may be detrimental. 
Further, there is some evidence that students who are successful in school at a young age 
are more likely to continue to engage in extracurricular activities in later years of school, 
thereby suggesting that the positive correlation between extracurricular activities and 
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academic performance results from self-selection rather than any influence of the activity 
on academic performance (Posner & V andell, 1999). 
Although there is mixed evidence of the influence of extracurricular activities on 
academic performance, the data from this research study indicate that additional learning 
opportunities may provide students with opportunities to develop and refine mindsets and 
work strategies that support academic performance. When student participants shared 
insights about the influence of their additional learning opportunities on their academics, 
they highlighted college goals, time management, focus, and stress relief. First, 
developing an awareness of college as a realistic goal in middle school may help students 
to persevere throughout high school. Second, learning to manage one' s time effectively 
can affect academic success because it may help students to devote the appropriate 
amount of time to tasks. Developing that sense of time management does not have to 
happen during school hours, but once that skill is established it can significantly support a 
student's academic efforts. Third, developing the ability to focus on a task likely helps 
students to strengthen their ability to persist with challenging academic tasks. Finally, 
the idea of extracurricular activities as a source of stress relief appeared in a few 
conversations, and this idea suggests that one of the indirect benefits of extracurricular 
activities is that students arrive at school with lower levels of stress, which could enhance 
their ability to engage with academic content. Although these mindsets and work 
strategies seem to support student learning and academic performance, further research is 
necessary to identify whether direct correlations or causal effects exist between 
participation on extracurricular activities and academic success. 
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Work Strategies 
A final finding for this research study is that the use of work strategies contributes 
to academic success. Although twelve of the thirteen student participants highlighted at 
least one strategy, use of work strategies is considered a minor fmding because none of 
the individual categories was cited by a majority of the student participants. This finding 
was unexpected, and the literature review for this research study did not directly address 
work strategies as a specific factor. However, the use of work strategies is an interesting 
minor fmding and a potential area for additional research. 
The student participants in the study demonstrated general strategic knowledge in 
their descriptions of their work strategies. Strategic knowledge is a specific form of 
metacognition, or understanding of how we think about, approach, or understand a 
concept or a task. Strategic knowledge describes a person's understanding of"general 
strategies for learning, thinking, and problem solving" that can be applied across multiple 
academic content areas (Pintrich, 2002, p. 220). Such strategies can inform an 
individual's approach to planning, executing, monitoring, and completing academic tasks 
(Pintrich, 2002). 
Student participants highlighted three specific examples of strategic knowledge 
that they use when approaching a complex academic task: planning ahead, starting a task 
right away, and systematically approaching a task. All of the strategies indicate cognitive 
engagement, which refers to an individual's commitment to exert the effort necessary to 
understand a complex idea or complete a multi-step academic task (Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Strategy use is a specific aspect of cognitive engagement 
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that has been correlated with higher academic achievement in middle school and high 
school (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002; Fredricks, Blwnenfeld, & Paris, 2004). 
Planning 
One-third of the student participants highlighted planning as a specific strategy 
that they use to approach a complex academic task. For example, Student 7 described 
how she planned to complete her summer reading as follows: 
I went to Barnes and Noble to pick out my books and I have them all and 
I needed like to add up all the pages. And this summer I need to read a 
grand total of 1,496 pages. [ .. . ]And for three weeks, 1,496 divided by 
three weeks is 44 pages a night. I can deal with that- I'll read some in the 
morning and some at night and then I'm done. (Student 7) 
Another student stated, "I try to plan out my time so when I am going to do [a 
school project] and I try to commit myself to doing it (Student 1 ). 
The interview data suggest that both cognitive engagement and self-efficacy are 
instrumental in order to use planning as a work strategy. First, cognitive engagement 
with an academic task is a prerequisite for planning. That is, to plan out a complex 
academic task, an individual must understand the end goal as well as the steps required to 
reach that goal. The effort of planning itself requires an individual to commit to the 
learning process in order to map out the action steps necessary to achieve the goal. 
Demonstrating cognitive engagement at the beginning of an academic task indicates a 
commitment to the work and suggests a willingness to exert the effort necessary to 
complete the task. 
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Positive self-efficacy related to academic tasks also appears to be a prerequisite to 
the work strategy of planning. Believing that one is capable of completing a complex 
academic task establishes a necessary foundation for cognitive engagement and planning. 
Since planning requires effort in itself, positive self-efficacy likely plays a role in the 
decision to exert the effort required to plan. Research suggests that positive self-efficacy 
leads students to employ work strategies that promote task completion and overall 
academic achievement (Gordon, Jones, & Short, 1977; Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002). 
The students who shared information about their planning practices indirectly highlighted 
their cognitive engagement as well as their positive self-efficacy related to academics. 
Therefore, it seems that planning is a work strategy that emerges when students are both 
cognitively engaged with academics and believe that they are capable of achieving an 
academic task. 
Starting Work 
A second category within work strategies is starting work promptly. One-third of 
the student participants referenced starting work on homework and projects promptly as a 
strategy that they use to help them accomplish academic tasks. For example, one student 
said that he starts studying for a test on the same day that a teacher announces it and then 
he will study "a little bit more every day" (Student 4). Student 11 stated, "I like to start 
things right away" (Student 11 ). The student statements about when they begin their 
work highlight an awareness of time and an effort to manage one' s time effectively. 
Similar to planning, starting work right away seems connected to cognitive 
engagement in that students demonstrate a commitment to the learning process by 
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initiating the work. Additionally, starting work right away allows for more opportunities 
to think deeply about a project, to seek support, or to change course as needed. Further, 
the data on starting work indicate that students exhibit conscientious behaviors related to 
their academic work. Conscientiousness has been shown to correlate positively with 
academic performance because it seems to encourage the use of learning strategies that 
promote active engagement in the learning activity (Komarraju et al., 2011). Therefore, 
starting right away gives students the flexibility to engage deeply with the academic task, 
which may influence academic success. 
Systematic Approach to a Task 
A third category within the work strategies finding is systematically approaching 
academic tasks. Some students described the steps that they take to complete an 
academic task as well as the steps that they take to check, correct, and review their work. 
Student 5's comment seems to exemplify the rationale behind systematic approach to 
work that the students highlighted. Student 5 stated, "If you're just doing work to be 
done, you're not going to get a good grade because you have to get all the steps in" 
(Student 5). 
The data related to systematically approaching a task illustrate self-efficacy, 
cognitive engagement, persistence, attentiveness, and self-monitoring of learning, all of 
which positively correlate with academic performance (Bandura, 1997; Fredricks, 
Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Li-Grining et al., 2010; Pintrich, 2002). The students who 
highlighted systematic approaches to academic tasks seem to have developed both the 
mindsets and the strategies that help them to be successful with complex academic tasks. 
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Further, the students seem to have identified strategies that help them to complete 
academic tasks in effective ways. The use of the strategy of systematically approaching 
academic tasks likely has two effects on the learner. First, the strategy allows a learner to 
break a complex task into smaller, more manageable steps. Second, the strategy 
encourages a learner to identify and fix mistakes within the task. These effects may 
ultimately influence academic success because they foster independent problem solving 
and persistence. 
Summary 
This research study drew upon research on factors that promote academic success 
among urban students as well research on factors that contribute to achievement gaps 
among students in American society. The study offered an opportunity to examine some 
of the factors that promote academic success from the perspectives of students, and the 
study yielded five findings related to academic success among urban students. Family 
involvement, persistence, reading, additional learning opportunities, and use of work 
strategies emerged as factors that have promoted academic success among the student 
participants. Many elements of these five factors confirm the findings of existing 
research on academic achievement. In addition, the analysis of the five fmdings indicates 
commonalities among the findings. 
First, supportive home environments provide a foundation for academically 
successful students. Within the home, nurturing atmospheres, clear expectations, family 
role models, and structures that prioritize academics all offer students opportunities to 
observe and engage with significant adults in their lives. Supportive homes foster 
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behaviors and mindsets that promote academic success. Families that not only expect 
their children to succeed academically but also support their children in their academic 
efforts offer daily opportunities for students to develop the skills necessary to succeed. 
Second, academically successful students demonstrate persistence. Persisting 
with schoolwork may result from positive self-efficacy as well as perceived control over 
one's environment. Further, students persist with academics when they believe that their 
hard work will reward them in the future. Students may develop persistence through 
home, school, or community activities. 
Third, reading plays an important role in the lives of academically successful 
students. Motivation to read may be influenced by perceived and actual reading abilities; 
that is, students who think they read well are more likely to feel confident about reading 
for school and choose to read for fun. In addition, homes that prioritize reading may 
foster a love of reading and may offer students opportunities to engage socially around 
reading. Developing a love of reading appears to begin in the home and may be 
reinforced at school and through additional learning opportunities. 
Fourth, academically successful students participate in additional learning 
opportunities. One element of additional learning opportunities, participation in test 
preparation, demonstrates the influence of involved families and exemplifies the 
characteristic of persistence. A second element of additional learning opportunities, 
participation in extracurricular activities, may promote the development of time 
management and other skills that may transfer into the academic lives of successful 
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students. Participation in additional learning opportunities may result from living in a 
supportive and engaged home environment. 
Fifth, academically successful students use work strategies to accomplish 
complex academic tasks. Students plan out their work, start their work on time, and 
strategically approach academic tasks. These work strategies align with positive self-
efficacy, cognitive engagement, persistence, and self-regulation of learning. Students 
may develop work strategies from observing role models, from working or learning 
alongside others, or from successfully persisting with academic challenges. 
Although each individual finding from this research study may promote some 
degree of academic success on its own, the findings seem to interconnect and create a 
web of support that contributes to the academic success of the students in this study. 
Each fmding has elements in common with another finding, and these commonalities 
serve to reinforce characteristics, mindsets, and behaviors that promote academic success 
among urban students. 
Implications for Practice 
It is my hope that the findings from this study will offer parents and educators 
ideas about how to support and promote academic success within homes or schools. 
There are a number of implications for educational practice that arise from the fmdings of 
this qualitative study. 
First, families can create home environments that prioritize academics. Families 
can work to create positive, supportive home environments, and they can talk to their 
children daily about what happens in school. Further, parents can communicate to their 
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children that homework is a priority by creating structured areas for children to complete 
homework and by checking homework daily. Parents can also seek opportunities to 
become learners alongside their children. Learning together allows parents to 
demonstrate support, to communicate expectations for a task, to act as role models, and to 
share new experiences with their child. 
Second, families and teachers can help students to develop persistence. Adults 
can encourage children to stick with academic challenges by communicating beliefs in 
their abilities to accomplish academic tasks. Further, adults can help children to think 
about the steps that they can take to accomplish a task. Families and teachers can 
encourage children to set both short and long-term academic goals that will motivate 
them to persist with their academic work. 
Third, families and educators can also support academic success by promoting 
reading, exposing children to additional learning opportunities, and encouraging the use 
of work strategies. Parents can read with their children daily, make the library a regular 
destination, and engage children in conversations about books. Further, parents can 
encourage reading as a free time activity. Families and educators can support additional 
learning opportunities by encouraging students to participate in activities that match their 
interests. Finally, families and educators can help students to identify and use work 
strategies to complete complex academic tasks. 
Fourth, school leaders can create structures within schools that allow for regular, 
meaningful collaboration among families and teachers. Since this study identifies a 
number of factors within the home that promote academic success, communication and 
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collaboration among teachers and families will strengthen the support that students 
receive in both environments. Policy leaders can make teacher and family collaboration a 
priority by investing in and celebrating school-based programs or structures that provide 
meaningful opportunities for families and educators to work together in support of 
academic success. 
Suggestions for Future Research 
There are a number of potential areas for future research connected to the findings 
of this qualitative study. These areas include, but are not limited to, the following: 
First, this research study offered an opportunity to capture the voices of students, 
which are often missing in educational research. Future research on academic success of 
urban students could use a similar research design by focusing on the experiences and 
perceptions of students in urban school districts. The student participants in this study 
provided deep insight into the factors that contribute to academic success; therefore, 
interviewing students about their academic experiences may offer researchers 
opportunities to gain a new and useful perspective on a variety of educational research 
topics. Such research may help parents and educators to identify best practices for 
supporting academic success. 
Second, this study identified five factors that have contributed to academic 
success among the student participants. Future research could examine any one of the 
five factors (e.g. persistence) to identify with greater specificity how and why that factor 
contributes to academic success among urban students. Further, such research may 
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provide parents and educators with ideas about how to help students develop the 
characteristics, habits, and behaviors related to a specific factor. 
Third, this study examined the experiences of academically successful students by 
collecting data about factors that contribute to academic success from students and 
parents. Future research could expand this work by using a case study method to 
examine factors that contribute to academic success among urban students. For example, 
a study could use a case study method to collect data from students, siblings, parents, 
teachers, and other adults to gain a comprehensive view of the experiences of 
academically successful students. Further, a case study method could offer opportunities 
to conduct observations of academically successful students in multiple settings. Such 
research may identify ways in which teachers and other adults help students to develop 
the characteristics and habits that promote academic success. 
Fourth, this study sought to identify factors that contribute to academic success in 
the early years of an individual's academic career, specifically up to the beginning of 
seventh grade. Future research could expand this work by examining factors that 
contribute to academic success among urban students in middle school and high school. 
For example, a study could follow a single cohort of students from sixth grade through 
high school, or a study could examine the experiences of multiple cohorts at various 
levels simultaneously. Such research may offer opportunities to determine whether there 
is any consistency among the factors that contribute to academic success in the 
elementary school, middle school, and high school years. 
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Fifth, this study used a qualitative design to examine factors that contribute to 
academic success among urban students. Future research could incorporate quantitative 
methods to examine factors that contribute to academic success. For example, a study 
could collect data from a larger sample through surveys. In addition, a study could 
examine correlations between the factors that contribute to academic success and specific 
student performance data. Such research could lead to results that would be generalizable 




APPENDIX A: Letter of Permission from Boston Latin School 
Dear Members of the Institutional Review Board: 
On behalf of Boston Latin School, I am writing to indicate my awareness of the 
dissertation research proposed by Katie Hickey, a doctoral student at Boston University 
School of Education. I am aware that Katie Hickey intends to conduct her research by 
interviewing fifteen incoming seventh grade students using a series of three in-depth, 
phenomenological interviews. In addition, I am aware that Katie plans to interview a 
parent or guardian for each of the student participants as well as myself and the Director 
of The McCarthy Institute for Transition and Support. Katie will set up interview times 
and locations with the students, parents/guardians, and school personnel. 
I am the headmaster of Boston Latin School, and I give Katie Hickey permission 
to conduct her research at our school. 
If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact the school's 
main office at 617-635-8895. 
Sincerely, 
Lynne Mooney Teta 
Headmaster, Boston Latin School 
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APPENDIX B: Student Invitation Letter 
Dear -------
Congratulations on your acceptance to Boston Latin School! 
My name is Katie Hickey, and I am an alumna of Boston Latin School. I am 
conducting interviews with students who have been admitted to Boston Latin School as 
part of my doctoral dissertation at Boston University School of Education. As a student 
who has attended the Boston Public Schools and will soon attend Boston Latin School, I 
would like to invite you to participate in these interviews. The Boston Public Schools 
and Boston Latin School Head Master Mooney Teta have approved this study. 
If you choose to participate, you will have the chance to speak with me for about 
45 minutes on three separate occasions this summer. In addition, I will ask that your 
parent or guardian speak with me for about 45 minutes on one occasion. I will be willing 
to meet with you and your parent or guardian at a time and place that is convenient for 
you (a community center, your home, etc.). For participating in these interviews, you 
will receive a $25 Barnes and Noble gift card. 
If you would be willing to participate in the study, or if you would like more 
information, please contact me at or at . Thank you very 




APPENDIX C: Informed Consent Forms 
Informed Consent: 
Student Participant (includes Consent from Parent/Guardian) 
Title of Project: Examining Factors that Contribute to Academic Success: A 
Qualitative Study of Boston Public Exam School Students 
Principal Investigator: Katie Hickey, Doctoral Student 
Boston University School of Education 
Department of Educational Leadership and Development 
Email: khickey@bu.edu 
Cell: 617-775-1273 
Address: 35 Hastings Street, West Roxbury, MA 02132 
Introduction: 
You have been invited to participate in this research study because you are a seventh 
grade student at Boston Latin School and you attended a Boston Public elementary 
school. This form will tell you more about the research study, what you'd be doing in 
the study, and your rights as a research participant. 
Background: 
Academic success is the result of a complex web of factors within individuals, 
families, communities, and schools. In today ' s society, a high school diploma and, 
increasingly, a college degree have become critical credentials for participation in 
today's job market; therefore academic success can often correlate with an individual's 
later economic stability and ability to excel in the workforce. Identifying the factors 
that support academic success for students in urban school districts is an important 
step towards providing increased support for all students. 
Purpose of the Study: 
The purpose of this qualitative research study is to examine and describe the 
experiences of urban students who have been academically successful within a large, 
urban school district, specifically the Boston Public School District. This study seeks 
to uncover specific factors within schools, individuals, homes, and communities that 
promote academic success and to portray the experiences and stories of students who 
have been academically successful in their first seven years of formal schooling. 
Study Methods: 
The study is expected to take place from April 2011 through April 2012 and will 
involve individual interviews. During this period, you will participate in three 
interviews, each about 45 minutes in length. It is possible that I will need to contact 
you to clarify information provided during one or more interviews. If this is the case, 
I will use the email address or phone number that you provide at the bottom of this 
form. Interviews will be audio-recorded to help me better document your words and 
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ideas. You are welcome to ask me to tum off the recorder if you feel uncomfortable at 
any time. 
Confidentiality: The information you provide will be kept strictly confidential, and 
anonymity of individual participants, as well as the school and school district will be 
protected. Your data will not be linked to your name but given a unique code and the list 
of codes and names will be kept separate from the data. Neither your parents/guardians 
nor your teachers from Boston Latin School or your previous schools will have access 
to what you say in the interviews. Though direct quotes from you may be used in my 
dissertation, names and any identifying information will not be disclosed; if any direct 
quotes will be used, permission will be sought from you first. Pseudonyms will be 
used when required by a narrative. The informed consent forms and other identifying 
information will be kept separate from the data. All materials will be kept at the 
researcher' s home in locked or password-protected files. The recordings will be heard 
only by the researcher. 
The Informed Consent forms as well as any other document that could identify you 
will be kept separate from the data. Any records that would identify you as a 
participant in this study, such as informed consent forms, will be destroyed by Katie 
Hickey approximately three years after the study is completed. 
You will be one of 15 student participants to be interviewed individually for this study. 
Insights provided by you and other participants will be used in writing a dissertation, 
which will be reviewed by a committee and presented publicly. The data may also be 
used in other papers and published research. 
My contact information is included in the heading above. You are encouraged to 
contact me with any questions or concerns about the study or the methods I am using. 
You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Alan Gaynor, at agaynor@bu.edu, and you may 
obtain further information about your rights as a research subject by calling the Boston 
University Charles River Campus Institutional Review Board Office at 617-358-6115. 
Risks and Discomforts: 
The risks to you are considered minimal. There is little likelihood that you may 
experience any emotional discomfort during or after your participation. You may 
withdraw from this study at any time, either during or after your participation, without 
negative consequences. Withdrawing will have no impact on your student status or 
grades. Should you withdraw, your data will be eliminated from the study and will be 
destroyed. There may be unforeseen risks that emerge during the course of the study; 
should this occur, the researcher will notify you in a timely manner of any risk that 
could change your decision to participate in the study. 
Benefits: 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this study. The indirect benefits of 
participating in this study include developing a greater personal awareness of yourself 
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as a student and a greater understanding of the experiences that you have had thus far 
in your educational career. 
Alternatives: Your alternative is to choose not to participate in this study. 
Costs/ Payments: 
You will receive a $25 gift card for your participation and your parent/guardian' s 
participation in the study. 
Voluntary Participation: 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You have the right to refuse participation 
after reading this form. If you decide to take part in the study, you are not required to 
answer every question; you may refuse to answer any particular question or end your 
participation at any time. 
You may request a copy of the summary of the final results; please let the researcher 
know if you are interested in receiving a copy. There will be no loss or penalty for 
stopping your participation in the study. You will be informed in a timely manner 
about any new fmdings throughout the duration of the study that might affect your 
willingness to participate. 
If you have any questions about any aspects of this study or your involvement, please 
feel free to talk with the researcher, Katie Hickey, before signing this form. You may 
also contact the supervising faculty member (Dr. Alan Gaynor, at agaynor@bu.edu) if 
you have questions or concerns about your participation in this study. 
If you sign this consent form it means that you have read it or it has been read to you. 
It also means that you have been given the chance to ask questions about the study and 
your questions have been answered. 
The researchers will give you a copy of the form to keep for your records. The 
Institutional Review Board of Boston University retains access to all signed informed 
consent forms. 
I, have read the informed consent form for Katie 
Hickey' s doctoral dissertation research study, and I agree to be a participant in the 
study. 
Name of Participant (Please print) 
Signature of Participant 
Date 
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0 By checking this box you indicate that you agree to be audio-recorded. D 
Contact Information: 
Email Address: Phone Number: ·-------------------------------------
PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT: 
I have read the Informed Consent and agree to my child's participation in the research 
study. 
Name of PARENT/GUARDIAN of Student Participant 
Signature of PARENT/GUARDIAN of Student Participant 
Date 
0 By checking this box you indicate that you agree to your child being audio-recorded.D 
Informed Consent: Parent/Guardian of Student Participant 
Title of Project: Examining Factors that Contribute to Academic Success: A 
Qualitative Study of Boston Public Exam School Students 
Principal Investigator: Katie Hickey, Doctoral Student 
Boston University School of Education 
Introduction: 
Department of Educational Leadership and Development 
Email: khickey@bu.edu 
Cell: 617-775-1273 
Address: 35 Hastings Street, West Roxbury, MA 02132 
You have been invited to participate in this research study because you are the 
parent/guardian of a seventh grade student at Boston Latin School. This form provides 
details on the purpose of the research study, the involvement required by participants 
and the rights of participants. 
Background: 
Academic success is the result of a complex web of factors within individuals, 
families, communities, and schools. In today's society, a high school diploma and, 
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increasingly, a college degree have become critical credentials for participation in 
today' s job market; therefore academic success can often correlate with an individual's 
later economic stability and ability to excel in the workforce. Identifying the factors 
that support academic success for students in urban school districts is an important 
step towards providing increased support for all students. 
Purpose of the Study: 
The purpose of this qualitative research study is to examine and describe the 
experiences of urban students who have been academically successful within a large, 
urban school district, specifically the Boston Public School District. This study seeks 
to uncover specific factors within schools, individuals, homes, and communities that 
promote academic success and to portray the experiences and stories of students who 
have been academically successful in their first seven years of formal schooling. 
Study Methods: 
The study is expected to take place from April 2011 through April 2012 and will 
involve individual interviews. During this period, your participation is expected to 
entail one interview, lasting about 60 minutes in length. It is possible that I will need 
to contact you to clarify information provided during one or more interviews. If this is 
the case, I will use the email address or phone number that you provide at the bottom 
of this form. Interviews will be audio-recorded to help me gain greater accuracy in 
documenting your words and ideas. You are welcome to ask the researcher to tum off 
the recorder if you feel uncomfortable at any time. 
Confidentiality: 
The information you provide will be kept strictly confidential, and anonymity of 
individual participants, as well as the school and school district will be protected. Your 
data will not be linked to your name but given a unique code and the list of codes and 
names will be kept separate from the data. Though direct quotes from you may be used, 
names and any identifying information will not be disclosed. Pseudonyms will be 
used when required by a narrative. The informed consent forms and other identifying 
information will be kept separate from the data. All materials will be kept at the 
researcher' s home in locked or password-protected files. The recordings will be heard 
only by the researcher. 
The Informed Consent forms as well as any other document that could identify you 
will be kept separate from the data. Any records that would identify you as a 
participant in this study, such as informed consent forms, will be destroyed by Katie 
Hickey approximately three years after the study is completed. 
You will be one of 15 parent/guardian participants to be interviewed individually for 
this study. Insights provided by you and other participants will be used in writing a 
dissertation, which will be reviewed by a committee and presented publicly. The data 
may also be used in other papers and published research. 
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My contact information is included in the heading above. You are encouraged to 
contact me with any questions or concerns about the study or the methods I am using. 
You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Alan Gaynor, at agaynor@bu.edu, and you may 
obtain further information about your rights as a research subject by calling the Boston 
University Charles River Campus Institutional Review Board Office at 617-358-6115. 
Risks and Discomforts: 
The risks to you are considered minimal. There is little likelihood that you may 
experience any emotional discomfort during or after your participation. You may 
withdraw from this study at any time, either during or after your participation, without 
negative consequences. Withdrawal from the study will not impact the student status or 
grades of your child. Should you withdraw, your data will be eliminated from the 
study and will be destroyed. There may be unforeseen risks that emerge during the 
course of the study; should this occur, I will notify you in a timely manner of any risk 
that could change your decision to participate in the study. 
Benefits: 
There are no direct benefits to participating in this study. The indirect benefits of 
participating in this study include developing a greater understanding of the factors 
that contribute to academic success. 
Alternatives: Your alternative is to choose not to participate in this study. 
Costs/ Payments: 
You will not be paid to participate in this research study. However, your child will 
receive a $25 gift card to Barnes and Nobles if he/she completes three interviews and 
you complete one interview. 
Voluntary Participation: 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You have the right to refuse participation 
after reading this form. If you decide to take part in the study, you are not required to 
answer every question; you may refuse to answer any particular question or end your 
participation at any time. 
You may request a copy of the summary of the final results; please let the researcher 
know if you are interested in receiving a copy. There will be no loss or penalty for 
stopping your participation in the study. You will be informed in a timely manner 
about any new fmdings throughout the duration of the study that might affect your 
willingness to participate. 
If you have any questions about any aspects of this study or your involvement, please 
feel free to talk with the researcher, Katie Hickey, before signing this form. You may 
also contact the supervising faculty member, Dr. Alan Gaynor, at agaynor@bu.edu, if 
you have questions or concerns about your participation in this study. 
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If you sign this consent form it means that you have read and understood it. It also 
means that you have been given the chance to ask questions about the study and your 
questions have been answered. 
The researchers will give you a copy of the form to keep for your records. The 
Institutional Review Board ofBoston University retains access to all signed informed 
consent forms. 
I, have read the informed consent form for 
Katie Hickey's doctoral dissertation research study, and I agree to be a participant in 
the study. 
N arne of Participant (Please print) 
Signature of Participant 
Date 
Contact Information: 
Email Address: Phone Number: --------------- ------------~-
By checking this box you indicate that you agree to be audio-recorded. D 
Informed Consent: School Personnel Participant 
Title of Project: Examining Factors that Contribute to Academic Success: A 
Qualitative Study of Boston Public Exam School Students 
Principal Investigator: Katie Hickey, Doctoral Student 
Boston University School of Education 
Department of Educational Leadership and Development 
Email: khickey@bu.edu 
Cell: 617-775-1273 
Address: 35 Hastings Street, West Roxbury, MA 02132 
Introduction: 
You have been invited to participate in this study because you are an administrator at 
Boston Latin School. This form provides details on the purpose of the study, the 
involvement required by participants and the rights of participants. 
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Background: 
Academic success is the result of a complex web of factors within individuals, 
families, communities, and schools. In today's society, a high school diploma and, 
increasingly, a college degree have become critical credentials for participation in 
today's job market; therefore academic success can often correlate with an individual's 
later economic stability and ability to excel in the workforce. Identifying the factors 
that support academic success for students in urban school districts is an important 
step towards providing increased support for all students. 
Purpose of the Study: 
The purpose of this qualitative research study is to examine and describe the 
experiences of urban students who have been academically successful within a large, 
urban school district, specifically the Boston Public School District. This study seeks 
to uncover specific factors within schools, individuals, homes, and communities that 
promote academic success and to portray the experiences and stories of students who 
have been academically successful in their first seven years of formal schooling. 
Study Methods: 
The study is expected to take place from April 2011 through April 2012 and will 
involve individual interviews. During this period, you will participate in three 
interviews, each about 45 minutes in length. It is possible that I will need to contact 
you to clarify information provided during one or more interviews. If this is the case, 
I will use the email address or phone number that you provide at the bottom of this 
form. Interviews will be audio-recorded to help me better document your words and 
ideas. You are welcome to ask me to tum off the recorder if you feel uncomfortable at 
any time. 
Confidentiality: The information you provide will be kept confidential, and identity 
of individual participants, as well as the school and school district will be protected. 
Your data will not be linked to your name but given a unique code and the list of codes 
and names will be kept separate from the data. No one besides the Principal 
Investigator will have access to what you say in the interviews. Though direct quotes 
from you may be used in my dissertation, names and any identifying information will 
not be disclosed; if any direct quotes will be used, permission will be sought from you 
first. Pseudonyms will be used when required by a narrative. The informed consent 
forms and other identifying information will be kept separate from the data. All 
materials will be kept at the researcher's home in locked or password-protected files. 
The recordings will be heard only by the researcher. 
The Informed Consent forms as well as any other document that could identify you 
will be kept separate from the data. Any records that would identify you as a 
participant in this study, such as informed consent forms, will be destroyed by Katie 
Hickey approximately three years after the study is completed. 
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You will be one of two school personnel participants to be interviewed individually for this 
study. Insights provided by you and other participants will be used in writing a dissertation, 
which will be reviewed by a committee and presented publicly. The data may also be used 
in other papers and published research. 
My contact information is included in the heading above. You are encouraged to contact 
me with any questions or concerns about the study or the methods I am using. You may 
also contact my advisor, Dr. Alan Gaynor, at agaynor@bu.edu, and you may obtain further 
information about your rights as a research subject by calling the Boston University 
Charles River Campus Institutional Review Board Office at 617-358-6115. 
Risks and Discomforts: 
The risks to you are considered minimal. There is little likelihood that you may 
experience any emotional discomfort during or after your participation. You may 
withdraw from this study at any time, either during or after your participation, without 
negative consequences. Should you withdraw, your data will be eliminated from the 
study and will be destroyed. There may be unforeseen risks that emerge during the 
course ofthe study; should this occur, the researcher will notify you in a timely 
manner of any risk that could change your decision to participate in the study. 
Benefits: 
There are no direct benefits from participating in this study. The indirect benefits of 
participating in this study include developing a greater understanding of factors 
that lead to academic success. 
Alternatives: Your alternative is to choose not to participate in this study. 
Costs/ Payments: 
You will not be paid to participate in this research study. 
Voluntary Participation: 
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You have the right to refuse participation 
after reading this form. If you decide to take part in the study, you are not required to 
answer every question; you may refuse to answer any particular question or end your 
participation at any time. 
You may request a copy of the summary of the fmal results; please let the researcher 
know if you are interested in receiving a copy. There will be no loss or penalty for 
stopping your participation in the study. You will be informed in a timely manner 
about any new findings throughout the duration of the study that might affect your 
willingness to participate. 
If you have any questions about any aspects of this study or your involvement, please 
feel free to talk with the researcher, Katie Hickey, before signing this form. You may 
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also contact the supervising faculty member (Dr. Alan Gaynor, at agaynor@bu.edu) if 
you have questions or concerns about your participation in this study. 
If you sign this consent form it means that you have read it or it has been read to you. 
It also means that you have been given the chance to ask questions about the study and 
your questions have been answered. 
The researchers will give you a copy of the form to keep for your records. The 
Institutional Review Board ofBoston University retains access to all signed informed 
consent forms. 
I, have read the informed consent form for Katie 
Hickey' s doctoral dissertation research study, and I agree to be a participant in the 
study. 
Name of Participant (Please print) 
Signature of Participant 
Date 
By checking this box you indicate that you agree to being audio-recorded D 
Contact Information: 
Email Address : Phone Number: -------
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APPENDIX D: Interview Prompts 
Student Participant Interviews 
During each interview, I asked follow up questions based on student responses. For 
example, if a student mentioned the word effort, I asked him or her to tell me more about 
what they meant by the word effort. Therefore, this interview guide served as the starting 
point for the conversations. While I asked each participant almost all of these prompts, 
many of the follow up questions and prompts were based on the specific topics that 
students raised in their responses. 
Interview 1: Focused Life History 
• Tell me about yourself as a student. 
• Tell me about your family. 
• Tell me about yourself as a member of your family. 
• Tell me about the schools you have attended. 
• Tell me about your favorite classes. 
• Tell me about your favorite teacher(s). 
• Tell me about your closest friend. 
• Tell me about what you like to do when you are not at school. 
• Describe a typical school day. 
• Describe a typical weekend. 
• Describe what you do during the summer. 
Interview 2: The Details of the Experience 
• Tell me about a time that you faced a challenge. 
• Tell me about a time you felt proud of yourself. 
• Tell me about a time that you made a mistake. 
• Tell me about a time that you were frustrated. 
• Tell me about a time someone helped you. 
• Do you like to read? 
• What are your goals? 
• If student raised the topic of college: 
o When did you first hear about college? 
o Do your teachers ever mention college? 
o Do your parents ever mention college? 
o What do you think you would have to do in order to go to college? 
o Why do you want to go to college? 
• What do your parents expect from you? 
• What do you expect from yourself? 
• What do you think it means to be academically successful? 
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Interview 3: Reflection on Meaning 
• When did you frrst hear about Boston Latin School? 
• Do you want to go to Boston Latin School? 
• Did you do anything to prepare for the ISEE and application for admission? 
• Do you have a role model? If yes, who is your role model and why? 
• If you had to choose three adjectives to describe yourself, what three adjectives 
would you choose and why? Please give examples to explain your choices. 
• What advice would you give to younger children in your family or in your 
school? 
• What motivates you? 
• Describe the qualities of a great teacher. 
• Describe the qualities of a great student. 
• What factors do you think have contributed to your academic success? 
Parent Interviews 
As with student interviews, I structured the parent interview as a conversation. 
Therefore, while I asked most parent most of the questions below, I also added follow up 
questions based on specific topics that came up in the interviews. 
• Tell me about your child. 
• What factors did you consider when choosing a school for your child? 
• Tell me about your family. 
• Tell me about your neighborhood. 
• What are your thoughts about your child's school? 
o What do you see as the challenges for your child in this school? 
o What do you see as the benefits for your child in this school? 
• Does your child talk to you about school? If so, what kinds ofthings do you and 
your child talk about? 
• What does your child do when he/she is at home? 
• What are your expectations for your child? 
• Tell me about your child when he/she was little. 
• What do you see as your child's greatest strength? 
• What do you see as your child's greatest challenge? 
• Does your child participate in after school programs, summer programs, or 
additional learning outside of school? 
• Describe a typical school day/weekend at your home. 
• Where did you learn about Boston Latin School? 
• Did your child prepare for the ISEE and application? 
• Do you want your child to attend Boston Latin School? 
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School Administrator Interviews 
• What characteristics do you think a student needs in order to gain admission to 
Boston Latin School? 
• What characteristics do you think a student needs to success at Boston Latin 
School? 
• Describe a typical seventh grade student at Boston Latin. 
• Describe a typical seventh grade parent at Boston Latin. 
• Are there any characteristics that stand out for students who have attended a 
particular type of school (Boston Public, parochial, charter, independent, etc.)? 
• What do you think helps parents to support their children academically? 
• Does Boston Latin School take any steps to support students from Boston Public 
Schools who wish to apply for admission? If so, please describe the efforts and 
their impact. 
• What factors do you think contribute to academic success among students at 
Boston Latin School? 
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